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ABSTRACT 
 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine assignment writing as a phenomenon 

of academic writing. This was done through exploring the experiential accounts of 

members of a university writing community. Their accounts described the community’s 

perceptions and experiences of literacy practices needed to write assignments, of how 

students developed these practices, and, of what constituted success in the writing. 

 

A multi-method, embedded, case-study approach was used. Quantitative data 

were derived from first-year, second-year, and fourth-year respondents’ perceptions and 

experiences related to assignment writing. A cross-sectional comparison of groups 

showed consistent year-level effects. Fourth-year students were more confident as 

writers than first-year and second-year students, and had less difficulty with declarative 

and procedural aspects of writing assignments. These findings were replicated in a 

repeated-measures study using a sub-group of first-year and fourth-year students.  

 

However, when students contextualised their responses by nominating a subject 

and referring to their completion of its written assignment, first-year students reported 

less difficulty with the declarative aspects while fourth-year students were more positive 

in the procedural aspects. Year-level effects were found for what they reported as helpful 

in acquiring declarative and procedural knowledge of writing. First-year students 

reported a wider range of sources as helpful than fourth-year students did, with two 

exceptions. More of the latter had found information gained in consultations helpful in 

understanding an assignment question. Additionally more had found friends helpful. 

Second-year students generally were more positive than first-year and fourth-year 

students about the usefulness of information in helping them understand an assignment 

question and in writing it in an academic genre. Knowing how to write predicted success 

more strongly and consistently than any other factor. 
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Qualitative data informed findings from the quantitative analyses by providing 

experiential accounts about students’ perceptions of themselves as assignment writers, 

their experiences when writing assignments, and how these experiences developed 

literacy practices that contributed to success. Additionally, qualitative data were collected 

from lecturers who convened first-year subjects and those who convened fourth-year 

subjects. 

 

The qualitative data indicated students’ strong reference to experiences of writing 

and of seeking help. Both had shaped their self-perceptions as writers and these had 

changed over time. First-year students believed that knowing what lecturers wanted in 

writing assignments was an important factor in success. They described their efforts to 

access this information and to give lecturers what they thought was wanted. Fourth-year 

students recognised the same factor, but were more self-reliant in approaching an 

assignment task. The change to greater internal control appeared to be an outcome of 

encountering inconsistent and confusing information from external sources over their 

four years of writing assignments. For their part, lecturers of first-year students said that 

successful students knew what to write and how to write it.  However, lecturers of fourth-

year students believed knowing what to write should be subsumed by knowing how to 

write, and concentrated on the procedural aspect. They believed a coherent assignment 

resulted when students conceptualised subject matter in ways that enabled them to write 

academically.  

 

Findings in this study extend recent reconceptualisations of literacy as ‘literacies’ 

and socio-cultural, socio-cognitive theories about literacy as social practice. They 

demonstrate limitations of an apprenticeship model for acculturation and suggest a more 

agentic role for novice members in accounting for learning outcomes as students 

develop as assignment writers. The experiential accounts reported by members of the 

academic writing community described their shared and idiosyncratic perceptions of 

literacy practices and relations of these practices with success in assignment writing. 

Their descriptions enhance our understanding of the complexity and consequences of 

these experiences. They also account for why calls for the community to be more visible 

and explicit in sharing communal expectations of what is privileged and valued in 

academic assignment writing generally may not be a solution. Based on findings here, 
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this is not a solution. Expectations need to be co-constructed within the community, 

among students, and lecturers within the context of the writing task. An outcome of 

understandings reported here is the development of a model from which factors, 

conditions and critical events that situate learning within a rhetorical conundrum may be 

described and predicted.  This model offers a framework for members of a writing 

community to explicate individual experiences and expectations in ways that help 

everyone make sense of those critical events that contribute to a rhetorical conundrum 

and shape encultured knowledge. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Foreword 
 

My purpose was to investigate three questions: 

 

How do university students describe their experiences as assignment 
writers? 
How do university students develop literacy practices needed to write 
assignments? 
What constitutes success in the writing of assignments?     
 

Six outcomes were anticipated from the investigation: 

 

Students’ literacy experiences as assignment writers and practices in 
assignment writing would be documented and understood. 
 
Literacy practices that contribute to academic writing would be 
documented. 
 
Ways in which undergraduate students change their literacy practices 
would be reported. 
 
A theorised understanding of how students construct encultured 
knowledge within a writing community would be proposed. 
 
These understandings would contribute to the knowledge of all 
stakeholders.   
 
Stakeholders would be informed of ways to improve students’ assignment 
writing. 

Significance of the Problem 
 

Reports of literacy crises occur frequently in the media (Illing, 2002; 

Street, 1999). However, much of this rhetoric has been criticised in terms of its 

political and economic underpinnings. (See Welch & Freebody, 1993). Whether 

there is a crisis or crises remains contentious in the popular press (Green, 

Hogens, & Luke, 1994). However, issues associated with raising literacy 

standards typically are seen as rightly addressed by educational institutions 

(Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Council, 1994). 

 

In universities, there is conflicting literature on the state of literacy 

standards. Some research suggests there is a decline in university students’ 

literacy performance (Buckley, 1993; Connolly, 1994; Illing, 2002, 2000;  
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Moens & de Lacey, 1993). Other sources (DEST, 2002; Golebiowski, & 

Liddicoat, 2002; Taylor & Nightengale,1990) suggest otherwise, asserting there 

is little evidence supporting a decline in standards. For example, Holbrook and 

Bourke (1989) reported that students in one university site who were tested 

using the English Skills Assessment Test produced few mechanical literacy 

errors.  Baldauf (1997) extended the issue of tertiary literacy beyond a question 

of standards and suggested a more pressing concern was the need to meet 

changing “social, cultural, and informational requirements and circumstances” 

(p.2). Graff (2001) argued that such views were “tiresome” (p.13) and did not 

contribute in helpful ways to better understand the continuities and 

contradictions that students encounter as academic writers. 

  

Whether it is a crisis or not, there is an awareness in universities of a 

need for deliberate and explicit attention to literacy generally and to students’ 

literacy, particularly (Teacher Education Working Party, 2001). Formal 

university bodies identify literacy as a critical issue to be addressed. The 

Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Council noted: 

 

Universities have a direct interest in the enhancement of literacy levels.... 
Literacy is the prime foundation for the acquisition and use of knowledge 
generally and the capability that underlies and secures all other major 
capabilities.... Literacy, therefore, lies at the heart of university concerns 
(Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Council, 1994, p.4). 
 

Literacy is instrumental in students’ constructions of knowledge and 

skills, and in presentations of what they have learned. Students’ abilities in 

writing assignments exemplify what for many tertiary educators may “lie at the 

heart of university concerns” about literacy (Australian Vice-Chancellors’ 

Council, 1994, p.4).  

 

Considerable research and an extensive literature exist on the topic of 

undergraduate assignment writing. Much of this has been conducted in the 

USA and UK (for example, Green & Klug, 1990; Hunter-Carsch, 1990; Norton, 

1990; Street, 1999). The purpose of this study was to investigate 

undergraduate writing as a phenomenon of academic writing within an 

Australian context. This involved identifying associated literacy practices that 

contribute towards successful production of written assignments, and 

describing how students develop these practices as writers. 
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University populations have undergone significant changes over the 

past decade with increasing numbers entering university rather then seeking 

jobs in the workplace (DEST, 2001).  From 1986 to 1996, total enrolments 

increased from 389,968 to 631,025 in Australian universities (Department of 

Employment, 1996). By 1999, total enrolments had increased to 686, 267 

(Department of Education Training & Youth Affairs, 2000). 

 

This increase reflects an amalgamation of Universities and Colleges of 

Advanced Education that occurred in 1989. It has been linked also to the 

economic downturn and spiralling unemployment experienced over the 

previous decade where government initiatives encouraged high school 

students to remain in school or to enter the tertiary sector of education during 

their post-compulsory years (Bazely, 1994; Burgess, & Strachan, 1996; Bryant, 

1998).  Consequently, students who would have entered the work force in pre-

recession times were encouraged to remain in formal education settings 

(Department of Employment, 1989). In addition, in the past decade there had 

been increasing emphasis on gender equity reflecting significant increases in 

female enrolments in Australian universities. In 1986, enrolments were 199,848 

males and 190,120 females. However, by 1996 gender distribution had 

changed dramatically to 288,663 male and 342,362 females. More recent 

statistics reveal this shift in gender balance to have been maintained with 308, 

980 male students and 377,287 female students enrolled in 1999 (DETYA, 

1999). 

 

A Higher Education Contribution Scheme developed by the Federal 

Labor Government in 1991 introduced a ‘user pays’ approach to higher 

education access, and imposed a personal, financial cost for students.  

Consequently, the greater numbers, higher representation of mature-age and 

female students, and increasing costs have resulted in a diverse profile in the 

student body for those students entering undergraduate courses. Fiocco (1994) 

argued that this diversification of student intake would “lead to greater 

demands for the active teaching and modelling of literacy in tertiary institutions” 

(p.267).   

 

Currently, full-time students frequently are juggling part-time work, 

sports participation, voluntary charity work, and considerable family 
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commitments alongside their studies (Fletcher & Bartlett, 1997; Garton, 1997; 

McInnis, James, & Hartley, 2000). They enter university with a range of 

backgrounds, cognitive capital, writing experiences, and writing abilities 

differentially preparing them for their chosen field of study. Their understanding 

of writing tasks encountered in the first semester of study, and of their 

effectiveness as academic writers, will influence their success and progress 

throughout a course. Coaldrake and Stedman (1999) described the effect of 

changing student populations: 

 

As student numbers increased, institutions were faced with an increasing 
diversity in student population, both in academic preparation and in terms 
of language, socioeconomic background, and other factors. Students can 
no longer be assumed to be sufficiently gifted to learn for themselves in 
the face of indifferent teaching. Nor can individual or group differences 
within the student population be ignored. (p.8) 
 

There has been speculation also about the role of lecturers in 

universities because of rationalisation of resourcing, regulation of government 

funding, and higher education policy changes (DEST, 2001; Sarros, Gmelch, & 

Tanewski, 1997). Over the past decade, policies related to economic 

rationalism increasingly have linked the role of universities to workplace 

productivity. In doing so, they have influenced the work of lecturers as teachers 

and researchers (McCollow & Lingard, 1996; Meek, 1995). These shifts 

towards corporatised, practice-oriented views of the university and its staff 

were described by Gibbons, Limoges, Nowotony, Schwartzman, Scott, and 

Trow (1994).  Notably, “The universities are no longer the remote source and 

wellspring of invention and creativity but are part of the problem-solving, 

problem identification and strategic brokering that characterise knowledge 

industries”. (p.86)   

 

At the change of the millennium, the economic climate was considered 

growth-oriented, with decreasing levels of unemployment. However, pressure 

remained for universities to manage increasing student enrolments with fewer 

staff and resources, and to take a more entrepreneurial approach towards their 

own funding. The past decade has seen an increasing outcome orientation in 

schools where benchmarks have been introduced as a means of measuring 

educational success. Outcomes-based performance is now an issue for 

universities with the publication of a discussion paper New Knowledge, New 
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Opportunities in June 1999 that was formalised as Knowledge and Innovation: 

A policy statement on research and research training (Kemp, 1999). 

 

As a result, lecturers have seen the research centrepiece of their role 

being reshaped as a commodity. The operational context for this is use of 

research quantum as a measure of productivity, accountability, and an index of 

performance (Kemp, 1999). Four forces impacting on the role of lecturers in 

Australian universities were identified in the Australian Research Council's 

commissioned Report No. 47, Patterns of Research Activity in Australian 

Universities (1996). They were: the massification of higher education with the 

reorganisation of tertiary institutions, a Dawkins’ initiative from 1987; the growth 

of competition for funding and resources; accountability, and managerialism in 

the allocation, reporting and monitoring of expenditure; and, the commercial 

context wherein a university business needs to make links with other 

commercial businesses (p.13). 

 

The view of universities as knowledge brokers and the effect of this 

view on academic work have been addressed directly in the discussion paper, 

New Knowledge, New Opportunities (Kemp, 1999): “Australia’s capacity to 

generate new knowledge is fundamental to the strength and health of our 

society. It must underpin our economic growth and our capacity to effectively 

solve social problems” (p. 63). 

 

The commodification of knowledge highlighted the contribution literacy 

makes in economic activity (Lundvall, 1994; Nelson, 2002; OECD, 1996). 

Methods of communication and flow of information within and across systems 

impact on performance. Thus, the pursuit of improved literacy performance is 

viewed as a way forward by governments and institutions driven by economic 

imperatives (Nelson, 2002; AVCC, 2000) while its acquisition by individuals has 

the potential to be translated into work opportunities and improved economic 

outcomes (Brandt, 1998). This has resulted in increased accountability for 

those who assume a brokering role in determining what counts as literacy and 

what will be done to assist students and other members of the workforce to 

acquire it.  

 

Learning in a knowledge economy has resulted in linkages across 

governments, educational institutions, and the business sector. Policy-driven 
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partnerships between universities and business have produced interesting 

outcomes in relation to tertiary literacy. For example, The Higher Education 

Council (1992) published a report that contrasted expectations of commercial 

business enterprises with those of lecturers. Written and communication skills 

were ranked by the former as the most important. In contrast, lecturers 

identified them as fifth most important. If market-driven forces are to continue to 

shape curriculum in universities, lecturers will need to be aware of such 

differences and to these signals for greater attention to literacy issues. 

 

During the closing session of the First National Conference in Australia 

on Tertiary Literacy, Threadgold, Absalom, & Golebiowski, (1997) 

acknowledged a need to clarify how such accommodation might be achieved 

with the statement, “the greatest single problem we face at present is the 

disjunction between what ‘Literacy Workers’ and lecturers in the traditional 

disciplines actually know about literacy and practice as the teaching of literacy” 

(p.291).  

 

The problem was a characteristic theme of the conference and 

highlighted a need for research that describes and theorises literacy practices 

in tertiary students’ academic writing. As Reid (1997) observed, “Few 

researchers have looked closely at what a given group of students and 

teachers expect with regard to the learning of particular communication skills 

needed to acquire, evaluate and convey information in their discipline” (p.8).   

 

However, it is unclear whether such beliefs translate into teaching 

practices and if they do, the extent to which they are effective. As Johns (1991) 

asserted explicating what a lecturer expects in the academic writing of students 

is the least explored in the literature. Lecturers may believe that their 

expectations of how to write an assignment or present a seminar are implicitly 

or explicitly articulated in writing tasks, subject outlines, and, criteria sheets that 

are provided to students. Some lecturers may not have considered their own 

expectations from the viewpoint of students or reflected on how best to 

communicate them. Lecturer expectations as described by lecturers were 

gathered and are reported in this thesis study. 

 

There is extensive research on the nature of writing and its teaching, 

and of strategies students use as writers. However, most reported studies have 
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assumed a “first order” interpretation of the topic. This confines a researcher’s 

role to that of independent observer, an etic or external view of reality 

(Fetterman, 1989, 1995).  Few studies have been reported from an emic or 

“second order” perspective. Those that have focus on associated writing 

realities such as students’ perceptions where a researcher’s role is as 

participant-observer of study skills (Sherman, 1991) or perceptions of student 

learning by students (Martin & Ramsden, 1987) or perceptions of lecturers 

(Woodward-Kron & van der Wal, 1997). Few have reported the topic from 

students’ perceptions as writer. (For exceptions, see Hounsell, 1984; Prosser & 

Webb, 1992). Furthermore, lecturers’ perceptions have focussed on student 

learning rather than students as writers. 

 

A fuller understanding of writing experiences as described by 

undergraduate students themselves is needed, as is an account of how 

students act on their perceptions. Such emic research may better 

operationalise consequences of what lecturers and students see as successful 

writing.  It may also help to address and enhance student literacy capability that 

“underlies and secures all other major capabilities” (Australian Vice-

Chancellors’ Council, 1994, p.4). 

Theoretical Significance 
 

Nystrand, Greene & Wiemelt (1993) observed that composition studies 

became a focus for research during the 1970’s. Early post-war research on 

composition explored writing as a product rather than a process or some 

combination of the two. Its topic concentration was the writing of school 

children, its measurement focus was pattern of errors, its methodology typically 

was positivist. This reflected an understanding of writing as “successful” when 

prescriptive grammatical usage was in place. Graves (1984) identified 156 

studies conducted over the preceding 25 years in the United States. Only 12% 

of these investigated what children actually did when writing.  

 

During the seventies, writing as a cognitive process became a key focus 

for investigation with publication of dissertations by Graves (1973) who 

reported the writing processes of seven-year old children, Emig (1969, cited in 

Graves, 1984.p.93) who sought to describe how Year 12 writers composed, 

and Calkins (cited in Graves, 1984, 93) who explained through case-study 
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method, the ways that a nine-year old writer constructed written text. Their 

studies presented a more contextualised view of writers and writing than the 

“pattern of errors” research. These studies foregrounded the importance of 

writing as a focus for research to the extent that in 1977 the National Institute of 

Education in the United States began funding research in writing. 

 

As a result of this changing emphasis, cognitive studies on composing 

became more frequent. Flower and Hayes (1977, 1981) developed a cognitive 

model of the composing process that represented the thinking processes and 

behaviours of writers. They used think-aloud protocols to capture decisions 

made and described by expert and novice writers. Think-aloud protocols 

involved subjects verbalising their thinking as they completed a writing task. 

This procedure enabled researchers to infer and record aspects of the 

cognitive process during composing. While it offered insights into the complex 

thinking in which writers were engaged, it relied on subjects’ abilities to monitor 

their own thinking, to recognise when and how they made decisions about 

writing, and to explain these events and processes adequately and accurately. 

The model produced by Flower & Hayes (1977) attempted to capture the 

complex interactions of cognitive processing and memory and the external 

constraints imposed by the context in which the writing occurred. Over the 

following fifteen years, Flower (1994, 1987) elaborated this cognitive view of 

writing to highlight writing as a socially-situated phenomenon. 

 

While composition studies had been conducted in tertiary institutions, 

the scope of research has expanded only recently to incorporate the notion of 

tertiary literacy and academic writing as site-specific writing products, 

demanding particular ways of knowing (Bartlett & Fletcher, 1997; Barton & 

Hamilton, 2000; Smith, 1990). This has pedagogical implications for university 

lecturers as teachers of writing, though whether lecturing staff sense any 

obligation to alter existing practices remains contentious (Bartlett & Fletcher, 

1996; Johns, 1993).  

 

The theoretical orientation for this study draws on a contextualised, 

socio-cognitive exploration of what undergraduate students do as writers of 

university assignments. It is concerned with constructing an understanding of 

writing as social and cognitive action. Such action occurs within contexts and 
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manifests itself through literacy practices that frame production of assignment 

texts.  

Definitions 
 

The following terms are used in this study. 

 

Undergraduate students are university students enrolled in a first 

degree. 

 

Lecturer is a generic term that encompasses all teaching members of 

the university community. It is used as a synonym for tutors, lecturers, subject 

convenors, academics, and professors.  

 

Stakeholders in the literacy development of these students are the 

students themselves, university staff, the University, State and Federal 

governments, and the community. Stakeholders are those people who have a 

vested interest in the educational outcomes of undergraduate students. 

 

Literacy practices are activities that contribute towards a communicative 

outcome. A communicative outcome should result in a meaningful exchange 

amongst people, using language in written, spoken or visual form, or in some 

combination of these forms. The communicative outcome that is the focus of 

this study is a text written in response to an assignment task. Literacy practices 

produce texts. They involve a range of communicative procedures used in the 

production of texts. Attitudes, processes, skills, and knowledge are embedded 

in the production of these texts. 

 

Assignment writing is a term used for a student’s preparation and 

presentation of written texts for assessment. Students complete it as a 

requirement of their university course. It is a product of literacy practices along 

with accessible knowledge of a content area framed by an assignment topic 

and description. Academic writing is typically in essay form, and embraces a 

text genre or a range of genres, and textual features. Its main audience is 

usually confined, involving university members, specifically lecturing staff and 

occasionally other students. 
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Writing experience is an accumulation of multi-faceted encounters of 

writing as reported by students. It reflects a writer’s interpretation and memory 

of an encounter, including literacy practices that have contributed to the 

preparation and production of written texts. 

 

Perceptions are ways we recognise and respond to aspects of our 

world. They are based on our observations, intuitions, and interpretations about 

the perceived object, action, or event. Perceptions rely on the senses and 

contribute to conceptions about certain phenomena. 

 

Courses in the Australian context describe a course of study to be 

completed in fulfilment of the requirements of a degree. 

 

Subjects are 10 credit point studies that are undertaken in a course of 

study. 

 Presuppositions of the Research  
 

The following propositions of the three questions underpinning this 

study provide a structural sequence for the literature review that follows in 

Chapter 2. 

 

How do university students describe their experiences as assignment 
writers? 
How do university students develop literacy practices needed to write 
assignments? 
What constitutes success in the writing of assignments?     
 

Research Question 1. How do university students describe their 

experiences as assignment writers? 

 
Experience is the basis of knowing. 
Knowing is the basis of understanding. 
Students’ reported perceptions of their experience as writers offer insights 
into their understanding of success and the ways they develop literacy 
practices that contribute to writing success. 
 

Research Question 2. How do university students develop literacy 

practices needed to write assignments? 

 

 
 
10 

 



 

Acquisition of literacy practices is developmental. It is shaped by social, 
cognitive and affective determinants.  
Effective implementation of these practices is influenced by the extent to 
which one recognises and responds to these determinants.  
What one does with what one knows about effective literacy practices 
affects an assessment of the success of academic writing. 
Literacy practices are contextualised and can be recognised as such. 
Those who participate in these practices can describe them consistently. 
The contexts for literacy practices associated with academic writing 
include the university, the faculty, the course, the subject, the lecture, and 
the tutorial and are represented and constituted by participating members 
of these groups. 
There are pedagogical implications for those who teach and assess 
subject content within a university in knowing what literacy practices 
constitute success in academic writing and how students develop such 
practices. 
 
Research Question 3.  What constitutes success in the writing of 
assignments?     
 

Literacy is a set of cognitive practices that include accessing specific 
ways of knowing.  
Literacy practices are context-dependent. Acts of composing and 
comprehending meaning occur in particular socio-cultural contexts and 
are influenced by perceptions of the demands of those contexts. 
Tertiary literacy differs from other literacies in that it requires particular 
literacy practices for particular socio-cultural contexts. 
Success is a consequence of knowing and applying particular literacy 
practices for particular writing contexts. 
 

Preview of the Study 
 

In Chapter 2, literature is reported from which the research questions of 

the study and the presuppositions and conceptual and methodological 

frameworks for their investigation were derived. 

 

A conceptual framework argues for an ‘emic’ view of students as 

writers. This is based on a situated view of cognition wherein students 

recognise, construct and process information about writing and themselves as 

writers in relation to the particular situation within which their thinking occurs. 

This view applies also to the roles that students’ attitudes, skills, and meta-

knowledge play in the development of their knowledge from any particular 

instance of academic writing. 

 

In Chapter 3, an embedded case study design, subjects of the study, 

and the nature of data they provided under specified methods are described. 
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The case, assignment writing as a phenomenon of academic writing, was 

investigated over a seven-year time span. Quantitative and qualitative data 

were collected from two cohorts of students and a number of lecturers during 

that time. 

 
In Chapter 4, results of quantitative data relating to the central questions 

of this thesis provide a global measure of perceptions that subjects had of 

themselves as writers, of how subjects perceived a writing task and of what 

they believed assisted them to understand and write assignments. A 

comparison of results from first-year to fourth-year data measured associations 

of effects within and across cohorts. 

 

 In Chapter 5, results of qualitative data analyses from three sample 

groups are reported in relation to information from students and lecturers on 

each of the three research questions. Also described in this chapter are results 

from qualitative analyses that identify themes in data provided by lecturers who 

taught and convened in the first and fourth year of the undergraduate program 

for the student cohorts.  

 

In the final chapter of this study, analyses of data are discussed and a 

theorised view of what constitutes successful literacy practice in academic 

writing is argued. This view is informed by an analysis of student and lecturer 

accounts of literacy practice and academic writing as a phenomenon. This 

theorised view of literacy practices and academic writing frames analyses of 

students' reports of their own development as academic writers as they 

completed a four-year course. This is conceptualised in a model that accounts 

for student development as experiential, driven by factors, conditions and 

events that explain the process and consequences of encultured knowledge 

construction. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

The literature that informs this study is drawn from fields of cognitive 

psychology, sociology, anthropology, and linguistics.  Its influence on my 

thinking is evident in the presuppositions identified in the previous chapter and 

which provide the structural sequence of the review reported here. These 

presuppositions acknowledge a relationship between cognition and context in 

the production of texts. Therefore, the literature reported here focusses on 

literacy practices that contribute to academic writing, and on how students 

come to know and use these practices as writers in a tertiary context. 

 

The review is organised around the research questions: 

 
How do university students describe their experiences as assignment 
writers? 
How do university students develop literacy practices needed to write 
assignments? 
What constitutes success in the writing of assignments? 
 

Literacy did not emerge as a focus of research until the advent of 

formalised, public schooling. In Western societies during the first half of the 

twentieth century, instruction focussed on the ‘3 Rs’- reading, (w)riting and 

(a)rithmetic. Behaviourist theories of learning resulted in structuralist 

approaches to teaching writing where structural analyses of written language 

were emphasised. Exercise tasks designed to practise and perfect discrete 

skills of writing dominated writing activity (Rivalland, 1991). Developing literacy 

practices in writing focussed on the teaching of skills, where correct spelling, 

punctuation, and grammar were the hallmarks of success.  

 

Research on writing also concentrated on a structuralist approach, 

investigating the effect of treatments on writing products rather than behaviours 

of writers and the writing process (Kantor, Kirby, & Goertz, 1981). Through the 

1980’s, studies reported that the main focus of corrections in writing was on the 

mechanics of writing (Bartholomae, 1980; Rosen, 1987). Current literacy 

debates on standards and a back-to-basics push continue to reflect the 

pervasive concerns general and professional communities have for getting the 

conventions of writing “right” (Luke, 1988, 1994).  
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These debates often center on decline in literacy levels in our education 

systems and criticism about the effectiveness of teaching approaches used. 

Causal linkages between teachers’ instructional practices and students’ literacy 

practices are claimed by various stakeholders such as parents, politicians and 

teachers themselves. Traditional, skills-based teaching approaches are 

promoted by many as the solution to perceived problems associated with more 

progressive pedagogy such as a process approach or holistic approach to 

literacy teaching (Berghoff, Harste, & Leland, 1997). Within these debates, 

there are arguments about what constitutes successful writing. On one side, 

traditionalist advocates of structuralism see successful literacy practice as 

error-free comprehension and composition in terms of language conventions. 

On the other, progressive advocates argue literacy practices change according 

to purposes for literate action such as writing a memo or an essay or reading a 

newspaper or journal article. They emphasise a developmental, process 

approach to conceptualising success.   

 

Welch and Freebody (1993) suggested four elements in this crisis 

rhetoric and continuing debate about literacy practices and standards. The first 

is that standards have dropped. The second is that literacy demands have 

increased. The third is that the workforce now demands qualifications in more 

instances. The fourth is that the crisis is not real and literacy standards have 

not changed appreciably over recent times. These four elements illustrate the 

complexity and lack of resolution in the ways communities have considered 

issues about literacy standards and performance. While the crisis rhetoric 

continues (Freebody, 1998), the question remains: What is effective literacy 

practice and how can we ensure students acquire those practices?  

 

Barton and Hamilton (1998) made a distinction between the notion of 

literacy practices and literacy events, drawing on the work of Heath (1983) and 

her sociolinguistic study of literacy communities to describe literacy events as 

“activities where literacy has a role” (p.7). They are observable and empirical. 

Literacy practices contribute and shape the event in which they occur.  Citing 

the work of Street and Scribner and Cole (cited in Barton & Hamilton, 1998, p. 

7), Barton and Hamilton (1998) described literacy practices as “social 

processes which connect people to one another, and they include shared 

cognitions represented in ideologies and social identities” (p.7).  
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Literacy practice is a complex, abstract activity. While its primary goal is 

the composition or comprehension of texts, methods and purposes for 

achieving this goal influence how and what is composed or comprehended. 

Literacy practice involves attitudes, processes, skills, and knowledge that 

contribute to composing and comprehending texts. In many instances these 

can only be inferred from observed events or from cultural information 

associated with these events. In this thesis, participants were interviewed about 

their literacy practices within an academic context and specifically within an 

identified literacy event. As the focus of this thesis is literacy practices 

associated with writing, literacy practice was explored from the perspective of 

composing texts. However, the inter-relationship between composing and 

comprehending was considered an integral part of composition.  

 

Writing involves three purposes for reading. Firstly, it involves “reading” 

a task that requires writing. The purpose of this reading is to understand the 

writing task itself in terms of content or what to write. Secondly, writing involves 

“reading” the writing demands of a task. The purpose of this reading is to 

operationalise the practices that will produce the writing. This reading interprets 

contextual demands related to audience needs and expectations or how to 

write. Thirdly, it involves reading what is written as it is produced. This is done 

to monitor how those demands are met. Therefore, reading contributes to 

understanding what the written task is about, how to go about writing, and how 

to monitor effectiveness of the writing. For these reasons, reading as an 

interpretive act needs to be considered essential to the production of 

successful writing in any examination of writing and literacy practice.   

Literacy and Literacy Practice  
 

To understand literacy as literacy practice, one needs to recognise that 

different people have different interpretations of these terms, depending on 

their background, knowledge, experience and purpose for defining it.  

 

The Australian Commonwealth Department of Employment, Training, 

and Youth Affairs (DETYA), formerly the Department of Employment, 

Education, and Training (DEET) has published discussion and policy papers on 

literacy education that have included descriptions of literacy in the Australian 

context.  
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In 1990, DEET reported on a national survey on language learning in 

Australian schools to produce a discussion paper titled Language in Australia - 

Discussion Paper on Australian Literacy and Language Policy for the 1990’s. 

This paper stated that literacy “involves the integration of reading, writing, 

listening, speaking, and critical thinking. It includes the cultural knowledge 

which enables a speaker, writer or reader to recognise, and use language 

appropriate to different social situations” (DEET, 1990b, p.4).  

 

In 1991, DEET published a Commonwealth white paper, Australia’s 

Language and Literacy Policy that reframed the definition of literacy as “the 

ability to read and use written information and to write appropriately, in a range 

of contexts. It is used to develop knowledge and understanding, to achieve 

personal growth and to function effectively in our society” (p.9). 

 

In moving from the Green paper a year earlier, DEET’s policy document 

had shifted definition appreciably in two ways. It now gave greater emphasis to 

the cognitive and personal development potential of literacy and to its social 

instrumentality for an individual. In providing these emphases it gave greater 

reference to writing as a core construct to understanding the functionality of 

literacy. 

 

DEET’s effort to define literacy exemplifies how language itself fails to 

capture meaning comprehensively in nominalising complex processes. The 

word, “literacy” needs to be unpacked to illustrate how definitions reflect and 

incorporate underlying ideological beliefs that promote certain social, political 

and economic purposes. DEET’s 1990 definition includes literate actions as 

modes of language, reading, writing, speaking, and being able to think in a 

critical way. A relationship is drawn between these cognitive acts and a 

particular type of knowledge, knowledge of culture. In this definition, literacy is 

defined as a social practice (Gee, 1990; Kress, 1985; Luke, 1994; Street, 

1996). 

 

Also, the relationship between cultural knowledge and the cognitive act 

of literacy is portrayed as enabling the actor as a language user by focussing 

on language appropriate in different social situations. In its first definition, 

DEET reflected a social view of literacy and genre theory (Christie & Martin, 
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1987; Halliday, 1978; Martin, 1985) where language is classified into text types 

or genres. Appropriate language in different social situations is knowing which 

genres should be used in which contexts, and for what reasons. It carries with it 

the notion of empowerment. Language users are empowered to be successful 

in achieving their communicative goals when they understand the role genres 

play in particular contexts (Chapman, 1994; Cope & Kalantzis, 1993; Gee, 

1992, 1993).  

 

In the latter definition, (DEET, 1991) the description of the role of 

literacy was extended to include enabling personal development and agency. 

In this definition, literacy has assumed functional outcomes in both private and 

public arenas. The emphasis has moved from recognition and use of 

appropriate language to knowledge and personal growth through language 

use. Personal growth is a value-laden term that incorporates a range of 

assumptions about being literate. In this instance, being literate assumes a 

relationship with being learned and knowledgeable. Its purpose is to be 

functional so that an individual will be productive at both a personal and public 

level. This reflects a government ideology of that time. A literate person is 

functional. A literate person works.  Illiteracy had been identified in terms of 

economic cost to the nation. “The economic costs of inadequate English 

language and literacy are difficult to quantify” and “....  the potential gain to the 

Australian community from improved literacy and communication skills could be 

as high as $3.2 billion annually”  (DEET, 1991, p.21). 

 

According to Casey (1997) being literate in a tertiary writing context 

results in a different set of outcomes. Casey (1997) defined literacy in a tertiary 

setting as “the ability to follow and communicate complex ideas and arguments 

and includes the competency to deal with abstraction” (p.117). He viewed 

literacy as a high-level cognitive activity, a knowledge broker in the field of 

one’s ideas and genres. It was a tool for thinking. In this context, the enabling 

effect of literacy is conceptualised somewhat differently from that outlined in the 

DEET definitions. From this perspective, it enables a literate person to work on 

ideas, to move beyond the abstract and to reason. This reflects an ideology 

where specialised knowledge production is valued and rewarded. Such an 

ideology is generally associated with higher educational institutions. 
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The common attribute in all these definitions is that literacy is enabling 

in some way. However, the outcome of this enablement reflects and is shaped 

by the contexts in which any definition is constructed. While these definitions 

illuminate the complex nature of literacy and illustrate diverse, contrasting and 

developing meanings associated with the term, they demonstrate the 

contextual nature of literacy as a construct and its subjectivity in definition and 

interpretation. 

 

To account for these differences, Marginson (1997a, 1997b) described 

the changing emphases in education in terms of human capital theory, where 

political ideologies and economics of education are aligned with definitions of 

literacy. Education is seen as social investment, or investment in the individual. 

It is a production system where output-input measures are made to establish 

cost effectiveness. Market-driven forces determine target areas for learning 

and ways for funding. There is an alignment between these views of education 

and differing views of literacy.  

 

Luke (1994) recognised this alignment when he stated, “Literacy is a 

dynamic, evolving social and historical construction. It is not a fixed, static body 

of skills. Standards and practices are contingent on the agendas and power 

relations of institutions and communities, governments and cultures” (p.2). 

Such agendas have their own lifespan. They change and definitions of literacy 

are redefined and debates about effective literacy practices continue to reflect 

such changes.  

 

Differing definitions of literacy suggest multiple views of what constitutes 

literacy practices. Terms such as functional literacy, technological literacy, 

critical literacy, and visual literacy demonstrate this. Each encapsulates 

features of practice that have specific application in specific contexts. For 

example, “functional literacy” refers to the everyday literacy practices people 

engage in as they live in their community. These practices include reading and 

writing associated with literacy events as using transport, buying goods, and 

paying bills. Technological literacy refers to reading and writing associated with 

using technology such as computers, mobile phones, and ATM machines.  

 

In this study, academic writing is viewed as a literate act with some 

specificity. It concerns being able to write successfully within a particular 
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university setting. Writing successfully within this context has been prescribed 

in significant ways by the university assessment system. This system 

differentiates written assignment performance among students by awarding a 

numeric mark or alphabetic grade to what has been written and how. More 

successful essays would attract better results. A writer’s performance in 

stimulating appropriate construction or reconstruction of meaning by an 

examiner requires urgency as well as content, a demand reflective of DEET’s 

second definition and one requiring careful and capable cognitive and social 

action. As Reid (1997) argued, literacy “is the prime foundation for acquiring 

and using knowledge…the competency that underlies all competencies” (p.13).  

 

How Do University Students Describe Their Experiences As Assignment Writers? 
 

 

In this section, the experience of assignment writing is presented within 

a socio-cognitive view of knowledge construction. Research in the area of 

cognition, literacy practices and assignment writing is synthesised to provide a 

theoretical rationale for ways experience informs understanding, which in turn 

shapes the development of practices related to being literate in a tertiary writing 

community. 

 

Literacy Is a Set of Cognitive Practices That Include Accessing Specific Ways of 
Knowing  

 

Literacy is a meaning-making activity in which an individual’s accessed 

knowledge about the act of composing meaning is applied (Fernstermacher, 

1994). For example, knowledge of the technology of texts is an essential tool 

for the construction of meaning. It requires abilities to recognise and to access 

representative signs and symbols of speech and to apply a set of pre-

established orthographic rules to such data. Knowledge about conventions of 

writing and their application constitutes a skill that enhances composing as a 

meaning-making activity. The skill includes subroutines for such things as 

spelling, punctuation, and paragraphing. Bourke and Holbrook (1992) analysed 

writing errors of first year university students and found the use of commas and 

some aspects of sentence construction differentiated between good and poor 
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writers.  They suggested this reflects the impact such errors have on cueing 

readers to meaningful comprehension of the writing. 

 

Thinking processes also contribute to the composition of meaning 

(Flower & Hayes, 1981). This happens as writers engage with problem-solving 

tasks involved in selecting information, organising it into a logical, sequential 

order, and signalling that order to readers as a cue to their reconstruction of 

meaning (Bartlett, 1978; Meyer, Young & Bartlett, 1993). At various levels of 

awareness and continuity, writers make decisions about what constitutes 

appropriate lexical options, grammatical expression, and writing style. These 

decisions and the extent of conscious awareness are informed by a writer’s 

comprehension of what the task demands. 

 

Knowledge is a complex and slippery concept that has been “loosely 

used to refer to the related constructs without self-conscious attempts at a 

more precise or consensual usage” (Alexander, Schallert, & Hare, 1991, 

p.315). Vygotsky (1978) argued that through writing one gains a consciousness 

of one’s own acts and accesses cognitive processes that recognise the 

difference between speech and writing. In doing these things, writers monitor 

linguistic choices made in writing. They deliberate over lexical items, 

grammatical structures and writing conventions such as spelling, punctuation, 

and paragraphing (Flower & Hayes, 1981). A writer operates on pragmatic 

knowledge in ways that may lead to explicit procedural knowledge. In speech, 

linguistic choices are different from those of writing. Often they remain tacit. In 

most situations, the production of spoken texts tends to be automatic, with the 

speaker largely unaware of the production of speech. Flower (1987,1986) 

drawing on Vygotsky’s (1962) notion of “mental inner speech” described 

“writer-based” prose and “reader-based” prose in terms of audience. “Writer-

based” prose reflects Vygotsky’s (1962) notion of  “mental inner speech” where 

writing is produced to meet a writer’s personal needs. “Reader-based” prose is 

audience focussed and attempts to create a shared context in which to 

communicate meaning. 

 

Production of written text requires a level of consciousness that varies 

with the complexity of a task. Writing requires reflection on and control of one’s 

own psychological processes or functions as decisions are made. Writing is a 

recursive process (Graves, 1984). Writers attend to the way choice of language 
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may enhance their intended meaning for the reader through re-reading and re-

writing. Repeating or reformulating meaning in speech is replaced by 

recursiveness in monitoring meaning in writing. This recursiveness in writing 

relies on a continuous, conscious “reading” of the writing for match between 

writing product, writing demands, and writing goals.  

 

Hillocks (1987) identified four categories of knowledge related to the 

teaching of writing. They were content, procedures, discourse structures, and 

conventions. Content knowledge relates to topic or field knowledge, with 

procedural knowledge determining ways this knowledge may be enacted. In 

producing written texts, knowledge about discourse structures provides a 

writing framework for organising written information. Knowledge about written 

conventions refers to the production of text that meets the requirements or 

expectations of a reader within a particular reading context. The application of 

such knowledge in teaching and writing tasks depends on the expertise of the 

teacher and his or her emphasis on the relative importance of each knowledge 

category in producing effective writing. With reference to the literature in the 

field of cognition and literacy, Alexander, Schallert and Hare (1991) defined 

knowledge as “an individual’s personal stock of information, skills, experiences, 

beliefs, and memories” (p.117). These accumulate and expand, refine and 

inform our understanding of the world, and of ourselves as members of that 

world. However, how we apply knowledge remains a personalised response to 

particular situations. 

 

The following discussion examines knowledge construction as it informs 

this study. It considers a view of knowledge as a psychological process and 

reframes this view within a socio-psychological perspective.  

 

A Cognitive View of Knowledge 
 

Ways of knowing reflect certain theoretical beliefs about how knowledge 

is constructed.  A cognitive view of knowledge (Anderson, Reder, & Simon, 

1996; Foertsch, 1995; Flower & Hayes, 1981) emphasises the psychological 

processes involved in understanding, and is described as  “context-free 

principled knowledge that is applicable or accessible in any circumstances. 

Principled context-free knowledge is detached and generally true. It will always 
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work and is thus very powerful” (Leinhardt, 1988, p.148).  Knowledge 

acquisition focusses on cognitive task analyses identifying units of knowledge 

and their relationship to learning (Anderson, Reder, & Simon, 1996).  

 

Fenstermacher (1994) distinguished idiosyncratic, personal knowledge 

from general or universal knowledge. Universal knowledge is commonly 

accepted, factual information that is research-based. It is “what is known as the 

standard, or justified true belief” (p.8). It can be validated. Such generic 

knowledge offers security and predictability as we engage in every-day 

activities. It informs and guides our interpretation of experience. At a cultural 

level, it enables cognitive action that is based on knowledge principles that are 

communally accepted. Knowledge is constructed as we participate in activities. 

We come to know through action (Fenstermacher, 1994). 

 

Flower & Hayes (1981) developed a cognitive model of writing that 

identified thinking processes and affective and external influences that interact 

as a writer composes a text. In their model, they attempted to capture those 

mental representations of writers as they engaged with a rhetorical task. Time 

management, audience needs, goals and plans, and memory constraints are 

factors to be considered as the writer thinks, writes, and reviews the 

production. Their description of writers’ understanding a rhetorical problem 

refers to the cognitive processes that mediate this understanding.  

 

Thus, Flower & Hayes (1981) emphasised the “how” in what writers do 

as they solve a rhetorical problem by defining the topic, audience, and roles 

they play as writers. They suggested that a difference between good writers 

and poor ones is that the former create goals for themselves as writers. Poor 

writers do not do this. It is the writer’s “reading” of the rhetorical problem that 

becomes the framework within which the text production is developed. This 

“reading” determines what goals are developed and how they are realised. The 

writer acts on his or her reading and the final result reflects how accurate the 

reading was in interpreting such things as the purpose for writing, audience 

needs, and linguistic demands. The accuracy of a reading relates to what 

knowledge the writer has available to draw upon, and what knowledge is 

applied in solving a rhetorical problem. 
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Scardamalia and Bereiter (1987) examined mental representations of 

elementary school students, “immature writers”, and advanced undergraduate 

students, “ mature writers” as they described their written texts. They proposed 

a model for writing that differentiated between knowledge telling and 

knowledge transforming. This model described knowledge telling as a 

reproductive writing activity whereas knowledge transforming was a problem-

solving writing activity. A writer’s knowledge is re-assembled to produce new or 

more complex understandings when he or she is telling content information and 

is confronted with a rhetorical problem that requires a problem-solving 

approach. This results in the formation of sub-goals that “can produce changes 

in the content and organisation of the writer’s knowledge” (p.147). Thus, 

knowledge is transformed within the composing process. 

 

Drawing on cognitive psychology and learning theory, Farnham-Diggory 

(1994) described five knowledge types and related these to learning 

paradigms. They are declarative, procedural, conceptual, analogical, and 

logical knowledge. Declarative knowledge is that which can be stated. 

Procedural knowledge is knowledge demonstrating actions and how they work. 

Farnham-Diggory (1994) described three phases that contribute to an action or 

sequence of actions. They are analysis of the task and what is to be done, 

practice in the application of knowledge, and attention management to maintain 

the action through to completion.  

               

The third knowledge type is conceptual knowledge. It includes 

categories and schema that contribute to knowledge of characteristics that are 

attributes of phenomenon. Analogical knowledge is use of imagery. This 

incorporates learning through the senses and Farnham-Diggory (1994) 

theorised that it is stored as sensory images imprinted in memory. Logical 

knowledge is what one knows of relationships. It builds on problem solving 

where causal events are learned through exercising one’s own reasoning 

capabilities.  

 

Farnham-Diggory’s (1994) knowledge types can be applied to ways 

writers draw on knowledge when writing. Their declarative knowledge about a 

writing topic and writing as a task is used to identify form for the text and 

vocabulary that will be used in writing. Procedural knowledge informs writers 

about how to go about that task. It involves action sequences that they will 
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follow during writing production. Writers draw on associated conceptual 

knowledge related to the writing task. This may include schema for text types 

or genres such as narratives or factual writing (Christie, 1989; Halliday, 1978; 

Martin, 1985). Analogical knowledge contributes to the range of possible 

representations writers consider as they seek to convey their ideas through the 

medium of print. Logical knowledge assists writers to reason and to problem-

solve causal outcomes. 

 

Writing is a cognitive activity where knowledge is applied in ways to 

create a meaningful text. As a literacy practice, it is an interpretative act where 

a composer’s role is to comprehend the writing task, and to record information 

in a way that will facilitate its comprehension by a reader. The reader’s role is 

to interpret the composer’s intended meaning. Reading plays a reciprocal role 

as writer “reads” a reader’s needs and reader “reads” a writer’s meanings. 

 

Traditionally, literacy practice and associated attributes such as 

cognition and learning are viewed as context-free and reliant on an individual’s 

application of knowledge about writing as a composing task.  This has drawn 

criticism where some theorists (Brandt, 1992; Brodky, 1987; Cooper, 1986; 

Nystrand, 1989) consider cognitive explanations of writing are limited, 

presenting decontextualised views of complex psychological interactions as 

writers interpret, think, plan, and problem-solve.  The acquisition and 

application of knowledge about writing is embedded in a writing context where 

writers and readers interact in the production of meaning within a particular 

situation. 

 

Literacy Practices Are Context-Dependent 
 

A context-free view of knowledge is difficult to reconcile with the 

multiplicity of factors that contribute to the production and use of knowledge 

that directs literacy practice (Flower, 1989; Freebody, 1999; Greeno, 1993; 

Greeno 1997; Prawat, 1989). This has implications for generalisabilty and 

transferability of knowledge across contexts. It also reflects the difference 

between a novice and expert where an expert can apply strategies across 

contexts.  
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A Socio-Cognitive View of Knowledge. 
 

Chin (1994) saw use of the term “context” as problematic in most 

research. She argued for a more definitive use of the term if more useful 

analysis is to be documented in relation to interactions between contexts and 

writing. Drawing on Nystrand’s (1989) social-interactive model of writing, she 

distinguished between contexts for writing production and contexts of writing 

use. Contexts for writing are settings of time and space in which writers 

produce texts. Knowledge of how setting influences writing production helps 

writers adapt to the demands and constraints which exist within a writing 

context. A socio-cognitive view recognises knowledge is inseparable from the 

occasions and activities in which it is produced (Bandura, 1986; Billett, S. 1996; 

Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989, p. 32). From this perspective writing contexts 

exist beyond situational contexts. Knowledge is a product of the histories a 

writer brings to a context and the interactive processes that result throughout 

the engagement  (Dewey, 1958). 

 

 Writers need to respond to demands outside the context for writing and 

address writing as a rhetorical problem involving purpose and audience. They 

need to draw on knowledge of themselves and their readers as members of a 

discourse community. Writers anticipate effects of context on their readers. 

They accommodate these effects by including contextualising detail as they 

write.   Brandt (1986;1992) suggested that writers operate in a social world 

where cognitive capabilities are more appropriately described as situated 

resources that constitute “sense-making practices” (p.330) associated with the 

act of writing.  Writers work in contexts that are constructions of their own 

orientations. They regulate and display these orientations as they interpret and 

reflexively consider a rhetorical problem throughout the decision making 

process. As Brandt (1992) observed, understanding the relationship between 

process and text production, writer and reader cannot be separated from 

understanding the context that constructs and is in turn constructed by the 

writer’s interpretation of the rhetorical problem.   

 

Writing is an interpretative act. Both writer and reader negotiate 

meaning within a socially constructed context. This intended meaning is seen 

as the semantic potential (Nystrand, 1989) of the text. Meaning relies on a 

reciprocity between writers of texts and their readers that “ binds the writer’s 
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intention, the reader’s cognition and the properties of text all together in the 

enterprise of text meaning” (Nystrand, 1989, p.78). To do this, Nystrand (1989) 

suggested a writer creates a temporarily shared social reality (TSSR) in the text 

which enables a reader to interpret meaning from the writer’s viewpoint. Writers 

position readers, for example, by carefully crafting introductory information that 

contextualises the text and prepares the reader to enter into a shared social 

reality for the reading.   

 

To successfully establish a temporarily shared social reality, Chin 

(1994) explained writing as practice influenced by material and mental 

contexts. She proposed a need to consider how  “writers’ reading of the social, 

emotional, political, economic, and cultural texts plays into the construction of 

their own social text for writing” (p.477). Writing as practice is interactive in the 

production of meaning. Writers draw on knowledge types to compose a 

message. They conceptualise declarative knowledge to create concepts about 

information to be incorporated in the text. Procedural knowledge 

conceptualises a rhetorical problem as context. Task requirements such as 

writing purpose and roles played by writer and reader are contextual factors 

where constraints of time and location come into play.  

 

Prawat (1989) described organisation as connectedness in knowledge 

development and knowledge retrieval, where “connections between key 

concepts (i.e. ideas) and procedures provide the glue that holds the cognitive 

structure together; the adequacy of this structure, in turn, determines the 

accessibility or availability of information at a later time” (p.32). Connectedness 

is cognition across contexts that involves cognition of contexts. When writers 

have knowledge of the effect of context on the writing they are producing they 

are more able to connect this effect with other contexts. This connection will 

involve decisions about what knowledge is appropriate and effective for writing 

across contexts. Being able to recognise and apply linkages across contexts 

may differentiate between novice and expert language users. According to 

Meyer, Young, and Bartlett (1989) the very nature of such linkages may slant 

the ways in which concepts are organised in writing. For example, Farnham-

Diggory’s (1994) “logical knowledge” may take a different form if component 

elements are organised in a comparison structure rather than as a sequence of 

causal events. 
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Renshaw (1998) argued that cognition needs to be reframed within a 

Vygotskian socio-cultural perspective where individual learning is a 

communicative and social process. In doing this, writing is reconsidered as a 

social practice and writing communities are communities that represent 

difference. Members of communities need to recognise the ways encultured 

knowledge (Blackler, 1995) shape the different literacy practices associated 

with workplace activity. These differences account for ranges of development 

encountered in a learning community. 

 

The reframed view is evident in Farnham-Diggory’s apprenticeship 

model for instruction through acculturation. Here, knowledge is shaped by the 

socio-cultural context in which it occurs. Within this context, learners are 

acculturated into a learning community as they are exposed to ways of 

knowing, and adopting practices that are demonstrated and validated by 

community members. However, it is how these demonstrations and validations 

occur that determines the acceptance or rejection of what new members do.  

 

Individual acceptance of existing practices results in a homogenising of 

difference in the community. Non-acceptance may result in two things. First, a 

new member may be rejected, or excluded in some way from becoming a 

member because of his or her failure to adopt dominant community practices. 

Alternatively, the new member may introduce alternative practices that are 

accepted and integrated into the community repertoire of practices. The second 

of these options happens when a community recognises some value or worth 

to themselves in adopting the new practice. In this sense, the individual 

interacts with the social and outcomes may not always be predictable (Valsiner 

& van der Veer, 2000). Billett, (2003) suggested agentic action by individuals 

may influence knowledge construction when individuals draw on contextualised 

understandings to frame experiences encountered within a community.  

 

A socio-cultural view of knowledge foregrounds the influence of context 

in shaping knowledge and legitimising the preferred ways of knowing within a 

social community (Lave, 1991, 1993).  Leinhardt (1988) used the term “situated 

knowledge” to describe expert knowledge that is “specific and local” (p.146). 

Here, knowledge is a product of the environment in which it develops, 

embedded in the experiences and activities and validated by the participatory 

members of the group or community (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989).  
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As rhetorical problem-solvers, writers need access to semantic 

memories described as generic items of knowledge and episodic memories 

described as contextualised, specific knowledges or those local conventions 

and idiosyncratic ways of doing and knowing (Foertsch, 1995). This knowing 

includes accessing effective strategies for such linguistic choices as selecting 

the appropriate form and features of genres.  It seems linked also to knowing 

how social situations related to course subjects might influence a response to a 

rhetorical task when a student as writer completes an assignment. 

 

In coming to know, learners seek to actively construct meaning in their 

world through a process of cognitive continuity, drawing on past experiences 

and knowledge to interpret and create new meanings, as new experiences are 

encountered. This reflects Vygotsky’s (1974) notion that an abstraction or 

generalisation is useful only if it connects with real life episodes that the learner 

has already experienced. Such a constructivist approach gives authority to a 

writer’s broad experiential background and its framing of meanings in a local 

context (Green & Ackerman, 1995).  Graff (1986:72) described experiences in 

terms of “continuities and contradictions” when communal experiences 

connected with an individual in ways that made sense, or when they 

disconnected and contradicted one’s understanding of how the world worked 

from an individual’s perspective.   

   

In an effort to bridge the gap between learning viewed as a cognitive 

process and a social one, Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989) argued for a 

situated view of cognition. Such a proposition promotes a sense that cognition 

is a product of activity, context and culture. Knowledge involves an action such 

as writing or reading, which is situated in a particular cultural setting. Resulting 

concepts reflect how, why and where the action was undertaken. Conceptual 

development is seen as evolving through use, where different occasions, 

settings and activities contribute to the development of more complex and 

dense understandings.  Therefore, a range of literacy practices developed over 

time and across different contexts offers opportunities for learning about the 

complexities of writing.   

 

Greeno (1997) responded to a cognitive perspective of learning as 

described by Anderson, Reder, and Simon, (1996) with a situative perspective 
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based on “which framework offers the better prospect for developing a unified 

scientific account of activity… and which framework supports research that will 

inform discussions of educational practice more productively” (p.5).  He 

explored assumptions about a learner, knowledge and learning that underpin 

the two perspectives. Firstly, analyses within a cognitive framework focusses 

on an individual, his or her interaction with material systems and “a factoring of 

activity into knowledge and contexts” (p.8). Greeno (1997) argued this 

approach does not recognise how knowledge is constructed as individuals 

participate and interact with members of a learning community. A situative 

framework analyses focus on activities of an individual, his or her interactions 

with social systems, and an examination of activity as a social practice. 

 

Secondly, Greeno (1997) identified learning within a cognitive 

perspective as a progression of skill and knowledge development. In a situative 

perspective learning emphasises a progression and knowledge development 

about practices that contribute to one’s effective participation and one’s identity 

as a learner. Thirdly, a view of generality of learning within each perspective 

focusses on the issue of transfer and its educational implications (Anderson, 

Reder, & Simon, 1996; Greeno, 1993, 1997; Lave, 1998; Rogoff, 1990).  

Greeno (1997) described a situated view of transfer that moves beyond 

transfer of skills across situations and formulates transfer of knowledge in 

terms of patterns of "participatory processes across situations" (p.12).  He 

believed that because a skill was learnt in one context, for example a school, 

the practices learnt in performing that skill may not be effective or available to 

the learner in a different context, for example, the workplace.  

 

Anderson, Reder, and Simon (1997) responded to this situated view by 

describing the educational value of representing knowledge in terms of its 

constituents. They argued that the power of cognitive task analysis "allows us 

to make progress on the issue of transfer, which is at the heart of educational 

goals" (p.21). Both perspectives are summarised in Figure 1. 
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 Cognitive framework Situative framework 
 

A learner is:  an individual. 
 

a member of a learning group. 

Knowledge is the acquisition of structures 
stored in memory; a set of skills 
and processes. 
 

the acquisition of ways of knowing 
stored in memory as patterns of  
participatory processes. 

Learning is an individual activity. 
 

a social activity. 

Transfer of learning is generality of knowledge. 
   

generality of knowing. 

Activity is  individual practice. 
 

interactive practice.  

Educational 
perspective focusses 
on  

activity based learning that 
promotes development of sub 
skills and skills. 

inquiry based learning that 
promotes processes of interaction 
and identity 

 

Figure 1. Summary of Cognitive and Situative Frameworks After Greeno (1997) 
and Anderson, Reder, and Simon (1997). 

 

Smagorinsky and Smith (1992) examined general knowledge, 

specialised knowledge, and community-specific knowledge and concluded that 

all three knowledge positions assume a role as developing writers engaged in a 

writing task. They described general knowledge as a process in writing. It 

assumes a procedural focus that is applicable and relevant across contexts.  

Task-specific knowledge involves knowing those forms of writing that are 

appropriate and effective in the particular writing context in which a text is 

constructed. Specialised knowledge of specific text structures requires 

particular processes and procedures that are not applicable to all forms of 

writing. Community-specific knowledge draws on ways of reading and writing 

as members of interpretative communities, and recognises that existing 

orientations towards literacy tasks may determine the meanings to be made. 

 

Smagorinsky and Smith (1992) posited that researchers need “an 

articulated understanding of their assumptions about knowledge and transfer in 

order to establish a clear and coherent relationship between theory and 

practice” (p.279). Their description of general knowledge, task-specific 

knowledge, and community-specific knowledge and the arguments for their use 

contributes to the debate about the role of the specificity of knowledge in 

literacy research. This study examined if and how the specificity of knowledge 

in academic writing tasks influences writing practices and contributes to 
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successful outcomes. It aimed to identify what contributes to the development 

of successful literacy practices in academic writing. 

 

 The role knowledge plays in this setting is interactive and symbiotic. 

Through experience, knowledge is generated, elaborated and refined as a 

sense-making activity. However, while experience produces and shapes it, the 

ways experiences are understood and interpreted are framed within existing 

knowledge constructs. Through this interaction, contextualised experience and 

knowledge inform and determine evolving understandings. 

 

There have been many attempts to classify knowledge in ways that 

contribute to understanding how knowledge is acquired and applied in 

particular fields. With the emergence of knowledge as a commodity, more 

recent classification attempts have been framed by the context and purposes 

for which they were produced. For example, Polanyi’s (1958) distinction 

between explicit and tacit knowledge types developed from an understanding 

of ‘craft knowledge’ that is learned through participation and observation and 

imitation. Current trends have expanded knowledge classification in response 

to the knowledge economy where wealth creation, productivity and 

accountability are outcomes of knowledge development and application 

(Johnston, 1998).  

 

Blackler (1995) defined knowledge that is embedded in cultural systems 

and related to the process of achieving shared understanding as encultured 

knowledge. Encultured knowledge is socially constructed, negotiated and 

language oriented. Johnston (1998) summarised Blackler’s knowledge 

categorisation as epistemologically- sourced and believed such classifications 

are “becoming quite sophisticated, and hold considerable promise in supporting 

the development of improved models of knowledge strategy and management 

within organisions”. (p.14) 

 

Lundvall (cited in Johnston, 1998, p.13) proposed four categories of 

economically relevant knowledge labeled as know what, know-why, know-who 

(when and where), and know-how. Johnston (1998) suggested this 

classification gives value to all four knowledge types recognising that they each 

have the potential to contribute to outcomes in a particular context. His 

explication of the categories is as follows:  
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o know-what is knowledge about facts, approximating what is 
normally called information; 

o know-why, or explanatory knowledge  is scientific 
knowledge of principles and ‘laws of nature’; 

o know-who, or social knowledge  refers to specific and 
social relations, not just who fills which position (know-
what), but who has control of the resources needed at any 
particular time or situation; 

o know-when and know-where is concrete and economically 
useful knowledge about markets; and 

o  know-how or process knowledge −  refers to skills, the 
capability to organise resources to achieve desired 
outcomes on a practical level (p.13). 

 

These broad categories offer potential in understanding the knowledge 

writers draw on as they engage in the production of texts. For example, a writer 

needs to write about information that is factual but may also need to be 

explanatory. To do this effectively the writer must have access to  ‘know-who’ 

knowledge that might be the reader or the person who controls information 

related to the writing task. Related to ‘know-who’ is knowing the constraints and 

purposes for writing while ‘know-how’ is being able to select the writing 

resources that will most effectively address knowledge related to the other 

three types. 

Literacy Practices As Knowledge Types 
 

Alexander, Schallert, and Hare (1991) examined the use of the 

construct knowledge in literature and suggested all knowledge is constructed 

within a socio cultural filter or “lining” (p.325). They developed a conceptual 

framework where two major planes, conceptual and metacognitive knowledge, 

interacted in a process of constructing tasks. They argued that all forms of 

knowledge contain declarative, procedural or conditional knowledge where the 

learner draws on factual information, determining how and when to use this 

information according to conceptual and/or metacognitive demands of the task 

at hand.  For a writer, declarative knowledge is knowing what to write 

(Alexander & Judy, 1988). Procedural knowledge is knowing how to present 

this declarative content in a written form. Conditional knowledge identifies the 

activation of declarative and procedural knowledges in terms of when and 

where it is best applied.  
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Alexander, Schallert and Hare (1991) recommended that researchers 

who focus on knowledge need to be precise in their use of terms. They 

examined the complex and sometimes confusing use of terminology used to 

label knowledge in the literature and found a proliferation of terms. They 

identified a framework where knowledge categories were organised under 

conceptual and metacognitive headings. 

A summary of their knowledge classification follows: 

Conceptual knowledge relates to what a writer knows of ideas or 

concepts associated with a writing topic Alexander, Schallert, and Hare 

(1991:326). It includes: 

Content knowledge a writer has of her/his physical, social, or mental 

worlds. 

Domain knowledge that is a focus for a writer’s study, a set of rules or 

generalizations and a history. 

Discipline knowledge that is organised around fundamental principles 

that define a particular branch of learning. 

Discourse knowledge is what a writer knows about language and its 

uses. It includes: 

Knowledge of text structure and the forms or frames of texts that link 

ideas into coherent text. This includes knowledge of genres, their generic 

structures, and available organisational patterns known as top-level structures 

(Bartlett, 1978). 

Syntactic knowledge about how sentence and propositional structure 

convey meaning and contribute to local coherence. 

Rhetorical knowledge about audience and effects audience may have 

on styles of language, tone, and register. It includes stylistic devices used by 

writers to express meanings in a specified way. Rhetorical knowledge 

recognises assumed roles for writer and reader. It is evident in a writer’s own 

voice and in techniques a writer uses to articulate ideas in an individual and 

craft-like way. 

Word knowledge is a writer’s lexicon; the words a writer knows. It is 

used to represent subject matter at vocabulary level in writing. 

 

Metacognitive knowledge was conceptualised as knowledge of self, 

task and strategy use (Alexander, Schallert, and Hare,1991:328). 
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These knowledge types may be tacitly or explicitly known and 

accessible to a writer. They develop and are shaped within socio-cultural 

contexts in which writing occurs. These contexts are also categories of 

knowledge that filter and influence the ways knowledge may be acted upon. 

Here, ways of knowing determine ways of participating in writing activity.  

Therefore, “context” is an umbrella term under which all knowledge is nested. 

 

These knowledge constructs have been used in literacy research to 

describe cognitive processes in literacy learning. They provide a conceptual 

framework for examining knowledge that informs literacy practices in which 

students engage as academic writers.  

 

The acquisition of literacy practices is a context-dependent, situated 

cognitive process and contributes towards the production of successful 

academic writing. Literacy practices are a set of behaviours that are informed 

by particular knowledge about writing as a process and a product. Knowledge 

is socially constructed within a discourse community where writers become 

contextually aware of cultural and social expectations (McLoughlin, 1994). 

 

In understanding literacy practices that underpin academic writing, it is 

useful to have a framework for examining ways of knowing that informs the 

construction of texts in academic settings. In this study, the work of Blackler 

(1995), Lundvall (cited in Johnston, 1998), and Alexander, Schallert, and Hare 

(1991) will provide a conceptual framework for reporting the ways a writing 

community accounts for knowledge that contributes to writing success in a 

tertiary institution. 

 

Chin (1994) stated, “relatively few studies have attended to the 

immediate, local impact that the culture of an institution or organisation can 

have upon acts of writing” (p.451). This assertion has been addressed in this 

study where the local impact of a tertiary institution on students as assignment 

writers has been examined.  
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Acts of Composing and Comprehending Meaning Occur in Particular Socio-
Cultural Contexts and Are Influenced by Perceptions of the Demands of Those 

Concepts. 
 

Readers and writers compose and comprehend texts according to their 

view of the roles they play as literacy members within particular socio-cultural 

contexts. These roles and the literacy practices in which people engage reflect 

an understanding of the expectations they have of social and cultural contexts, 

and of their demands and influence (Gee, 2000; Hamilton, 1999). 

 

Literacy practices are viewed as a set of socially-constructed practices 

(Brodkey, 1987; Kress, 1985). Writers are socialised into literacy through 

participation in a kind of social dialogue (Bakhtin, 1981; 1986) and through 

interactions with their literacy communities (Green & Ackerman, 1995).  Bakhtin 

(1981) described how social languages create social identities within 

communities that enable members to interact and engage with other 

community members.  These social languages apply to all modes of language 

use. They influence spoken, written, and visual language and are 

representative of a range of voices within a language community. Social 

languages are predictable and familiar to members of a language community. 

Social languages establish roles and relationships of language users within a 

community.  

 

Within an academic community, social languages construct roles of 

lecturers, tutors, and students as they interact in learning and writing tasks 

(Fletcher, 2002; 2003). Bakhtin (1981) described the heteroglossic nature of 

voices within a community where a writer must distinguish between influencing 

voices that represent expert positions in the community and those that claim to 

represent this position. Students as writers need to be able to identify, among 

voices in an academic community, those that carry authority in writing 

production. They need to identify the relevance of voices from other contexts 

also, such as home and high-school. They need to differentiate between 

meanings made in lectures, tutorials, libraries, cafeterias, and meanings made 

in assignment tasks, subject outlines, course descriptions which direct students 

towards certain understandings of the role they are to play as learners and 

writers in an academic community. Hamilton (1999) described these 

understandings as “encultured knowing that involves the shared 
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understandings that are achieved through social relationships and initiation into 

communities of practice” (n.p.).  Nystrand (1989, 1993) observed such 

meaning-making activity was a result of dialogic processes between writer, 

reader, and instructional information. It is both a social and cognitive event as 

writers work to respond to voices they perceive as influencing a writing task.  

 

However, acting on perceptions that have been shaped by differing 

socio-cultural contexts may interfere with effective communicative outcomes. 

Dyson’s (1991, 1993) explorations of children developing as writers and of their 

multiple semiotic worlds distinguished between official and unofficial worlds. 

Official worlds are those places that have authority over the ways meanings are 

made in a particular context. Such places as school and classrooms represent 

official worlds in which young children learn specialised ways of doing things. 

Unofficial worlds are those places where children learn in less formal ways 

through everyday interactions within family or community groupings. For 

students at university, official worlds will feature the university itself and the 

various administrative structures of faculty, departments, and lecturers as 

teachers, task setters, and examiners. Unofficial worlds are semiotic contexts 

that may not reflect or support the formal practices of a university context. 

 

Dyson (1991, 1993) showed how children draw on textual and 

contextual knowledge as they construct meaning through writing. Ways they 

interpret and understand writing tasks are shaped within the immediate social 

situations in which these tasks are embedded, but they may be juxtaposed with 

external discourses framed by informal peer, family, and community 

interactions. This may lead to conflicting interpretations. It is likely that 

university students are subject to the same influences. 

 

Cleary (1991) identified contextual factors both within and outside a 

classroom that influenced Year 11 writers’ conscious attention in the writing 

task. These intruding influences reflect Dyson’s (1991,1993) work with younger 

writers and suggest contextual information may interfere and compete with the 

official, institutionalised writing context. Dyson’s work exemplified how 

perceptions of the socio-cultural demands of literacy influence choices writers 

make in constructing meaning as individuals act in literate ways.  
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When acting on incorrect perceptions, one’s literacy performance is 

directed negatively. For example, perceptions that overstress correct spelling 

may preoccupy a writer drafting a text or when taking notes during a lecture, to 

an extent there is significant interference with recording ideas.  

 

Flower (1994) suggested an alternative view to those of Dyson (1993) 

and Cleary (1991) in addressing socially-based theories of writing. She argued 

that personal agency contributes to the negotiation of meaning and may result 

in rejection of conflicting, socially constructed versions. Personal agency 

locates meaning-making activity within an individual. Flower (1994) believed it 

is the individual as writer and reader who controls a social situation in which 

meaning is constructed. This in turn may account for individual differences of 

interpretation when meanings are constructed by several people in the same 

context. 

 

Flower (1994) applied this to writing contexts where writers respond to 

the same rhetorical task in different ways. Here, cognitive elements and social 

elements interact in responding to a rhetorical task. While each may shape and 

be shaped by the other, either one may be oppositional and resistant to the 

other’s influence. So it is a writer’s independent knowledge constructed in 

her/his unofficial world, which may contradict and consequently result in 

rejection of social knowledge encountered in her/his official world.  

 

It is a writer’s choice to resist or accept socially constructed meanings. 

Therefore, Flower (1994) acknowledged the effect of socio-cultural contexts on 

how writers make decisions. However, she argued for the agency of the 

individual as the final arbiter in making decisions about writing. The individual 

chooses to act on external factors or may reject these influences for a range of 

cognitive or personal reasons. Ivanic (1998) further developed this 

personalised account of student literacy performance. She drew on identity 

theory to explain students’ resistance to accommodating the tertiary 

conventions of essay writing. Students construct their identity within and 

through their writing. The act of writing assignments constructs a 

representation of themselves that aligns their identity within an academic 

community. For some students, this is an alienating experience and they 

choose to resist literacy practices that embody this alienation.   
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Vygotsky (1987) viewed inter-psychological functioning as the basis for 

intra-psychological functioning. Socially constructed processes are the 

constitutive components of one’s individual psychological thinking.  This view is 

reversed in Flower’s (1994) argument. She suggested inter-psychological 

decisions are determined by a writer’s internal cognitive mechanisms, and the 

writer remains in control of the writing act. A writer’s perception of socially 

constructed practices may or may not influence writing practices adopted. They 

may choose to resist contextual influences if they perceive conflict between 

them and their own goals for writing.  

 

Tertiary Literacy is Different From Other Literacies. 
 

Historically, tertiary institutions, specifically universities, have assumed 

the role of promoting scholarship through transmission and dissemination of 

knowledge and promotion of independent learning through research (Dall'Allba, 

1991). Literacy practices that are found in these sites have evolved over time to 

achieve such culturally recognised purposes.  

 

Demonstration of knowledge relies on predictable and consistent 

approaches to composing texts that record and deliver information in a 

convincing and authoritative voice. Use of citations is a practice in a range of 

socio-cultural contexts that gives authority to a written text (Swales, 1991). 

However, procedures for citation and referencing differ. They differ within 

subjects and across subjects and from one school and faculty to another. 

Writing style and writing forms also differ. Learning Assistance units and 

specialist subjects that teach communicative procedures within courses are 

offered in some faculties in an attempt to assist students in recognising and 

accommodating these differences. Furthermore, some faculties produce their 

own versions of writing manuals and style guides for their students. On-line 

websites have been developed to offer students guidance in referencing and 

writing assignments (Bartlett & Fletcher, 1997). 

 

In recognition of the differing literacy demands across differing socio-

cultural contexts, a survey of 25 departments at the University of Newcastle 

(Woodward-Kron & van der Wal, 1997) was conducted to inform the production 

of discipline-specific, literacy guides for university students and staff. A range of 
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academic genres and types of errors found in student writing was reported. 

Universities also are addressing the issue by formalising literacy practices in 

policy documents written at school, faculty, and institutional levels (Dines, 

1994). For example, Monash University has a language policy that addresses 

such issues as staff roles in communication training, non-sexist language use, 

standard correction guides across faculties and teaching students who have 

English as a second language. Interest in documenting practices is a recent 

phenomenon and many universities have not yet formalised policy. However, 

the antecedents of such policy are apparent in documents that have aspects of 

a language or literacy policy embedded. For example, Griffith University 

produced a Report on Learning Assistance Provision (Gardner, 1994) that 

addresses literacy issues within a broad view of lifelong learning.  

 

Such practices establish specific ways of writing that reflect a 

formalised, impersonal approach. Typically, they include rule-governed ways of 

referencing and reporting of work. These practices are unique in their tradition 

and regimentation. While other education sites such as secondary schools 

introduce elements of these practices, their role is to prepare students for a 

diverse range of literacy contexts. Consequently, a generic and more 

supportive approach is evident in the teaching of literacy practice (Fletcher & 

Bartlett, 1997).  

 

Literacy practices involve understanding the tenor (Halliday, 1978, 

1985) of academic texts. However, these practices also are aligned with 

particular subjects, schools, and faculties. In some contexts, expectations are 

documented and accessible. In other contexts, they remain invisible. Students 

entering university generally have not been schooled in the impersonal, 

formalised voice of academic writing (Nevile, 1996; Norton, 1990). Some have 

not developed the skills of researching and reporting information using citations 

and references to present and support a position.  

 

Students commence university studies with a set of literacy practices 

that have been successful in gaining entry into a university. However, these 

practices were acquired in different socio-cultural contexts, where different 

literacy demands and expectations were made. Consequently, students may 

find themselves relying on a set of practices that do not support achievement of 
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university literacy requirements. The task for students is to recognise this and 

to develop practices that accommodate this difference. 

 

 

Tertiary Literacy Requires Particular Literacy Practices for Particular Socio-
Cultural Contexts. 

 

Universities have evolved as institutions of communication where oral, 

written and visual communication mediate teaching and learning in the 

academic community (Garner, 1995). However, universities generally are seen 

as “site[s] for students simply to apply the literacy they are assumed to have 

gained through their schooling and life experiences, and not as setting[s] for 

literacy development” (Nevile, 1996).  

 

Tertiary literacy is a recent phenomenon in the literature. The first 

national conference on tertiary literacy was held in Australia in 1996. It sought 

to widen awareness of the important role literacy plays in tertiary learning 

(Golebiowske, 1997). Researchers who published papers in the proceedings 

attempted to define, describe, and report literacy practices and the effects they 

have on students and lecturers.  

  

For example, Fiocco (1997) examined how literacy was defined in four 

schools at one university. She found four types of definitions. They were (a) a 

professional definition. This occurred where descriptions of literacy were 

vocationally linked; (b) a comprehensive definition that incorporated cognitive 

and linguistic aspects of literacy, including requirements that students have an 

extensive vocabulary and that their work contain few mechanical errors; (c) a 

functional definition that referred to understanding content and meeting course 

requirements; and, (d) a gatekeeping definition that emphasised the literacy 

entrance requirements established by the university.  

 

Fiocco (1997) reported any one of these definitions, or all of them, 

indicate what lecturers expected in their students’ writing. She found a 

consensus across schools in two areas. First, academic staff identified tertiary 

literacy as an ability to express “clearly and fluently the higher order cognitive 

skills” (p.177). Second, they believed literacy definitions “should be closely 
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linked with the demands of the profession for which students were being 

trained” (p.177).  

 

Other studies have reported students’ perceptions of writing tasks and 

how they approach these tasks (Hounsell, 1984; Marton, Dall'Alba, & Beaty 

1993). Hounsell (1984) identified three core elements of essay writing based on 

interviews with 33 students. These were data, the subject matter or content of 

the essay; organisation, the structuring of the data, and interpretation, the 

student’s understanding, and meanings given to the data.  However, within and 

across the two subject groups, psychology and history, there were differences 

in the essay writing practices of students and their conceptions of essay 

writing. Seventeen of the students were history students. They held three 

distinctive conceptions of essay writing, ‘arrangement’,’ viewpoint’ or 

‘argument’. Where students saw writing as arrangement they concentrated on 

ordering of ideas. Viewpoint emphasised ideas presented from a particular 

perspective or stance. Argument was ordering supporting ideas with evidence. 

Psychology students identified two conceptions of essay writing, "relevance" 

and "cogency". Where students saw writing as relevance, they focussed on 

ordering information in relationship to the essay topic. Cogency focussed on 

integrating and grounding discussion in a topic. 

 

Martin and Booth (1997) suggested a view of writing as “arrangement” 

reflects a surface approach to writing. They described a surface approach to 

learning where there is no evidence of interpreting content and organising 

information from a perspective. In contrast, “argument” and “viewpoint” were 

conceptions of writing that required and reflected a search for meaning among 

ideas. 

 

Student perceptions of writing shape their approach to a writing task. 

Together with their knowledge about task demands, students engage in 

particular literacy practices as they write their assignments. The following 

review examines literature related to the second research question in this 

study. 
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How Do University Students Develop Literacy Practices Needed To Write 
Assignments? 

 

There are a range of factors that may influence if and how students 

develop as successful learners in an education setting (Abouserie, 1995). 

Research examining such factors originated in schools where studies explored 

predictors of success. Walberg, (1984) reviewed approximately 3000 studies 

on academic achievement and reported nine determinants. They were student 

ability, motivation/age, developmental level, quantity and quality of instruction, 

classroom climate, home environment, peer group, and exposure to mass 

media in school.  Wang, Walberg, and Haertel (1993) undertook a meta-

analysis of literature on academic achievement and found student 

characteristics had the most significant direct effect on achievement.  

Extending the notion of academic enablers as predictors of success, Elliott 

(2003) identified prior achievement, interpersonal skills, study skills, motivation, 

and engagement in a model of student achievement. In research testing the 

validity of such constructs, DiPerna, Volpe, and Elliott (2002) found strong 

evidence supporting learning is enhanced when these skills are developed.  

 

However, Gambell and Mazzoni (1999) believed that the single most 

important variable in student achievement was the teacher.  

 

No matter how well a particular practice is shown to be effective by 
research, optimal assessment and instruction can only be achieved when 
skilful, knowledgeable, and dedicated teachers are given the freedom and 
latitude to use their professional judgment to make instructional decisions 
that enable each child to achieve their literacy potential (p.13). 
 
While these studies were based in school learning communities, effects 

of learner and teacher variables on student success in a tertiary context 

suggest similar outcomes for beginning students. First-year is a critical time for 

undergraduate students as they seek information about “being a university 

student”. They are in a state of “becoming” for several weeks or more, as they 

sort out the geography of the site, purchase texts, enrol in tutorials, make 

friends and gain confidence in their ability to participate in this new learning 

context.  How they develop as learners is determined by a range of variables 

that have a potential to influence their performance.  
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For some students, “becoming a university student” remains a 

permanent state and eventually results in withdrawal or failure. A factor that 

contributes to “being university students’” is an ability to come to terms with the 

literacy demands being made on them as soon as they complete enrolment 

forms. The transition from “becoming” to “being” has not been fully 

documented. Much of the literature examines the first-year experience in an 

attempt to understand those enabling factors that will ensure long term success 

for students. Indeed, a recent Brisbane conference titled First Year in Higher 

Education Conference, (2000) highlighted issues that specifically related to the 

transition phase of beginning university students.  This study examines one 

aspect of this development of students in situating themselves as university 

students. It explores how students develop successful literacy practices, as 

they become academic writers. 

The Acquisition of Successful Literacy Practices Is Developmental, Shaped by 
Social, Cognitive and Affective Determinants.   

 

Literate practices such as writing develop with experience. The act of 

writing informs one’s knowledge about how to write.  Berkenkotter, Huckin, and 

Ackerman (1989,1991) described this process as learning “through exposure, 

practice, and reinforcement” (1991, p.212).  Similarly as readers, students are 

exposed to writing styles and implicitly informed by the experience. In such 

instances, they are likely to acquire some sense of register and elements of 

style through their reading in a subject and they apply this in their writing. 

Through instruction or feedback their successful efforts are reinforced and their 

unsuccessful efforts are modified. The act of writing is in itself a learning 

experience (Bruce, 1994). Feedback has the potential to scaffold writing 

development through explicit instruction as to the effectiveness of a students’ 

writing response (Hounsell, 1987; Norton, 2001). 

 

However, Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1991) have raised 

issues about how much, and at what level of information instruction should be 

given to undergraduate students. Furthermore, they asked, “What does 

learning the multiple registers and codes of various academic communities 

entail both cognitively and socially for undergraduate students?” (p. 212).  

Anderson (1996) argued that students need to be involved and responsible in 

the process of learning as they respond to information and make sense of the 

learning experience. This study examined these issues from students’ 
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perspectives. It reports how students act on information about discoursal 

expectations as socio-cognitive learners.  

 

To acquire literacy practices, students need to write often. Effective 

literacy develops over time and with practice (Berkenkotter, Huckin & 

Ackerman; 1991; Nelson, 1990). Repeated writing provides opportunities for 

them to refine and experiment with writing. As students move into a university 

community, it takes time for them to become familiar with university 

expectations of students as writers. Expectations may include specified writing 

forms, writing styles, and writing conventions.  

 

The successful acquisition of literacy practice requires practice. As 

Bartlett (2003) and Bartlett and Fletcher (1997) indicated, students need to 

build on their cognitive resources to enable them to know about the "what" and 

the "how" of writing. Further, they need to draw upon that knowledge 

strategically when writing (Bartlett & Fletcher, 1997; Fletcher & Bartlett, 1998; 

Meyer, Young, & Bartlett, 1993). While Casey (1997) recognised literacy as a 

lifetime task, he suggested it might be a short-term goal for some students. 

Students may view literacy learning as an end to a means. Its perceived 

relevance may be within a university with little thought given to its use in other 

contexts such as home and workplace. Literacy then is viewed as a temporary 

aspect of credentialing needed for employment. Its acquisition is seen as a 

university requirement and not as a useful skill in the world of work. Even within 

the limitations of a context, university students may be unwilling to invest the 

time and practice needed to adapt their writing to specific task requirements. 

Some may not know that they should do so.  

 

Casey (1997) suggested tertiary literacy problems might be a result of 

working memory capacity that limits the complex reasoning required in some 

writing tasks. Highly abstract reasoning that requires extended chains of 

thought may be removed from students’ existing schema. He argued that 

lecturers should consider limitations to students' memory when designing 

assignment tasks. He believed that such tasks should relate to students' 

existing schema in the field being assessed. With practice, students’ complex 

reasoning skills can be automated. This should alleviate complex cognitive 

thinking associated with academic writing.  
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Practice requires effort as well as ability. For students to invest effort 

they need to be willing to apply themselves to the task. Attitudes towards 

writing, the task at hand, and the topic, influence the level of application. 

Attitudinal effects have been examined in school contexts and found to 

influence writing outcomes.  Dramatic effects of negative attitudes were 

reported in a study on writing passivity by Kearney (1999). She found a strong 

relationship between negative affect and low levels of writing performance. She 

described how writers think and feel about themselves as writers influenced 

their metacognitive approaches to writing tasks. Her work was with high school 

students and there is minimal research in the tertiary context. This study seeks 

to address this by identifying students’ perceptions of writing at university, and 

assessing how affect contributed to students’ views of themselves as writers. 

 

The Effective Implementation of These Literacy Practices Is Influenced by the 
Extent One Recognises and Responds to These Determinants. 

 

While conceptual and metacognitive knowledges (Flavell, 1976) are 

seen as explicit knowledges, or objects of thought (Prawat, 1989) they are fluid 

and dynamic, embedded in tacit knowledge and surrounded by socio-cultural 

knowledge (Perkins & Salomon, 1989).  Thus, a learner may access a range of 

knowledge types when participating in a task. However, all knowledge is 

framed within its socio-cultural context. Therefore, the efficacy of knowledge 

depends on one’s capacity to know when to activate and implement these 

practices and how to do so. Further, it is important for writers to monitor 

choices they make, and to know why they are making them. Each writing task 

requires a writer to think about factors that contribute to the discourse 

community for whom they are writing. This means: 

 

Every time a student sits to write for us, he (she) has to invent the 
university for the occasion …. The student has to learn to speak our 
language, to speak as we do, to try on the particular ways of knowing, 
selecting evaluating, reporting, concluding and arguing that define the 
discourse of our community or perhaps I should say the various 
discourses of our community. (Barthmolomae, 1985, p.134) 
 

However, this invention and learning may be problematic for students. 

First, they may have not established a need to do those things or this may be 

tacit. The discourse community may address both need and skill development 

implicitly, if at all. Alternatively, problems may result from the variety of 
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discourses which students need to untangle and associate with different tasks, 

different contexts or similar tasks in different contexts. For instance, journal 

writing suggests a particular writing form. However, in different subjects, 

expectations of what constitutes effective literacy practices in journal writing 

may vary.  

 

Hicks (1996) considered how intertextual understandings and the 

“interweaving of heterogeneous classroom discourses” (p. 85) might construct 

academic knowledge.  She suggested that when students engage with writing, 

competing and complementary dialogues may influence the linguistic choices 

they make in constructing written texts. Additionally, as they move from one 

subject to another, listen to lecturers and tutors, discuss topics with other 

students, and read subject outlines, they will encounter information, 

recommendations, advice, and instruction about writing. In cases where they 

encounter no information or guidance about how to go about writing, students 

have two options. They might focus their writing on content information 

available to them in the topic and complete the set task by writing about the 

topic. Alternatively, they might engage in an internal dialogue as they 

consciously identify and examine linguistic choices available to them in the 

task. This internal dialogue is informed by experience of writing in other 

contexts (Hicks, 1996). Students may find these dialogues support each other 

across contexts and offer consistent guidance about how to write. Or, they may 

conflict, offering information that is unhelpful or misleading in relation to the 

presenting task. 

 

Consequently, writers in academic settings need first, to recognise the 

multiple sources of information that may be influencing their writing, second, to 

identify the approved and legitimised sources in the official context, and third, 

to distinguish among information which may conflict with those legitimised 

contextual practices (Hicks, 1996).  

 

In the construction of written texts, writers operationalise linguistic 

choices they make based on their own metacognitive knowledge about 

themselves as writers and the demands of the task (Prosser & Webb, 1994). 

They make decisions according to their self-knowledge as writers and what 

they know of the task. Such knowledge enables a writer to consciously 

determine ways to approach the task, strategically access processes to 
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complete the task and to monitor their effectiveness. Metacognitive knowledge 

subsumes knowledge of self, knowledge of task, and knowledge of strategy 

(Flavell, 1987).  

 

Furthermore, metacognitive knowledge is limited by accessibility of 

other forms of knowledge (Alexander, Schallert, & Hare, 1991). While a student 

may recognise choosing a specific genre is a part of a task requirement in 

writing, selecting a genre depends on eliminating a range of possibilities. This 

may be achieved through clarity of the task description, provision of criteria that 

detail areas to be considered, or direct access to the lecturer. If this information 

is not accessible, selecting an appropriate genre is an uncertain process. The 

metacognitive writer is forced to rely on “intuition” or “probability guesswork” to 

make a strategic decision about how to answer the question. The non-reflective 

writer is not concerned with these issues. His or her task is to answer questions 

and write essays focussing on the topic.  

 

Evaluative purposes of most academic writing (Nevile, 1996) mediate 

what students choose from their topic knowledge to present for assessment. 

Therefore, it is critical for students to access guidance in how to understand, 

develop, and monitor the effectiveness of their writing practices and of their 

literacy development.  Just as literacy practices change in different contexts, 

they also change according to different tasks within those contexts. 

 

The effectiveness of literacy practices students use as they write 

assignments depends on their perception and knowledge of the task 

requirements and their attitude towards the task. 

 

Contextualised Literacy Practices Can Be Recognised as Such, and Can Be 
Consistently Described by Those Who Participate in These Practices. 

 

There is converging evidence that literacy practices are recognisable 

within disciplines and across universities. For example, there are preferences 

for writing types or genres reported across departments (Woodward-Kron & 

van der Wal, 1997). Woodward-Kron and van der Wal (1997) identified 

“discussion writing” and “analytical essays” as dominant genres across 55 

departments of the University of Newcastle. More than half of the respondents 
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said they focussed on these two genres in their subjects. Narrative writing was 

the genre least used. 

 

Bush (1997) surveyed four universities with a sample of 867 

respondents.  She found more agreement than disagreement among faculties 

when staff were asked to rate features of academic writing in terms of their 

importance. Bush (1997) provided interesting comparisons among universities. 

Faculty expectations generally agreed that understanding subject content and 

clarity of argument were important attributes in academic writing. Other areas 

of agreement included communicative ability that emphasised the 

comprehensibility of the writing and organisation. Organisation was a complex 

category. It included referencing that was highly rated and introductions, 

conclusions, and paragraphing, which were not.   

 

However, Bush (1997) reported considerable divergence in the 

significance respondents saw for academic style in writing. The defining 

attributes of style were formality, objectivity, impersonality, sentence length, 

repetition, and sophistication. There is a level of overlap in these terms that 

may have contributed to a reliability issue in the criterion style. This may have 

resulted in confusion about the term’s meaning and consequent divergence in 

survey responses.  

 

Based on these studies, it seems that lecturers recognise communally-

agreed types of writing or genres and textual features associated with that 

writing.  

 

Contexts Include the University, the Faculty, the Course, the Subject, and the 
Tutorial and Are Represented and Constituted by Participating Members of 

These Groups. 
 

Academic institutions are complex and diverse combinations of groups 

and communities.  Students enrol in subjects within courses, and they become 

students within a faculty. Subjects are taught and assessed by combinations of 

lecturers and tutors, many of whom differ in their philosophies and practices 

involving teaching, learning, and assessing. They differ also in roles they 

themselves play in the education of their students and in the extent to which 

they recognise and facilitate a shared dialogue with students concerning such 
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matters as building effective literacy into their study and assessment 

programmes.  

 

Luke (1994) drew on the work of Foucault (1972, 1980) and 

poststructuralist theory to show how shared dialogue within a discourse 

community involves “everyday negotiation of knowledge, identity and social 

relations in the everyday patterns of institutional life” (p.12). Furthermore, the 

quality of the dialogue shared within the discourse community affects what 

students understand. Such dialogue is formalised in the official documents 

produced by the university, and contextualised within faculties. These policy 

documents inform and shape the dialogue of course and subject outlines, that 

is articulated in lectures and interpreted and clarified by tutors during tutorials. 

However, not all students attend to these sources of information (Fletcher & 

Bartlett, 1997). 

 

For students negotiating the construction of texts within academic 

institutions, such contextual and intertextual influences may remain invisible 

and implicit. Responsibility for students’ literacy development is haphazard 

(Nevile, 1996) and depends on students’ ability to recognise who and what 

constitutes academic ‘D’iscourse (Gee, 1993, 1990) or those preferred ways of 

being within the academic culture. These ways of being shape and are shaped 

by preferred ways of doing for students as writers.  How students learn to 

participate and interact with the writing community will determine how they 

recognise valued and preferred literacy practices. 

 

There Are Pedagogical Implications for Those Who Teach and Assess Subject 
Content Through Literacy Performance Within the University. 

 

Literacy performance remains critical for students’ success at university. 

Lecturers and tutors, who teach subject content and assess students’ 

understanding in ways that demand certain levels of literacy, need to consider 

their roles as literacy teachers. However, as Cartwright asserted 

 

To introduce individuals to the academic community means inducting 
them into the genres and requirements of academic writing. This implies a 
discrete set of skills and abilities, which once mastered, will allow one to 
‘know’ how to write for the varying academic discourses. There are 
serious problems, however, with conceiving of writing only as a basic skill 
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and with the pedagogies that flow from such a conception. (Cartwright 
1996, p. 20)  
 
 
This also implies the academic community can access, identify, and 

teach those genres and academic requirements associated with the academic 

discourse.  There are diverse opinions represented among lecturers as to what 

roles they should play in the literacy development of their students and this 

often reflects their own understanding and level of expertise in the literacy field 

(Akerlind, & Jenkins, 1998;  Bartlett & Fletcher, 1996). Pedagogical implications 

remain a debatable issue for members of the academic community. 

Furthermore, pedagogy reflects beliefs and understandings of what teaching 

and learning are. These conceptions shape how lecturers design assessment 

tasks and determine what pedagogy is practised to prepare students for these 

tasks. 

 

What lecturers see as pedagogy has been a relatively recent area for 

study (see Burroughs-Lange, 1996; Marton). Teaching is variously viewed as 

nurturing and a means of social reform (Pratt, 1992); as supporting 

(Samualowicz & Bain, 1992); as encouraging or motivating student learning 

(Martin & Balla, 1991); as presenting and transmitting information; as 

illustrating ways of applying theory; as developing the expert; and, as exploring 

different ways of understanding and bringing about conceptual change 

(Dall’Alba, 1991).  

 

A dominant view of teaching is one of transmission where lecturers 

assume a didactic role (Burroughs-Lange, 1996). Prosser and Trigwell (1999) 

considered a transmission approach to teaching results from teacher-focussed 

strategies where a teacher controls what is taught and how it is learnt. In 

contrast, student-focussed strategies center on what students need to do to 

achieve conceptual change in their understanding.  

 

Perceptions of teaching held by lecturers influence their perceptions of 

learning (Ramsden, 1992). Farnham-Diggory (1994) constructed a knowledge 

typology that is embedded within three core instructional models based on 

research literature she reviewed. She suggested the type of instruction given to 

students relates to the knowledge outcomes. 
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She categorised these models of instruction in terms of how they 

“distinguish novices from experts and what the mechanism of transformation is” 

(p.464). In her behaviour model, learning was quantified through incremental 

steps, where novice becomes expert through accumulating knowledge through 

practice. Her developmental model was based on a qualitative change in 

personal theories resulting from instruction that challenges, complements, or 

contradicts a learner’s existing knowledge in some way. Existing concepts are 

modified and conceptual change occurs.  

 

The apprenticeship model saw the novice as a learner entering an 

unfamiliar learning community. Through acculturation the learner acquires 

practices and knowledge needed to participate in a community’s socially 

constructed practices. Their acculturation relies on experts having the will and 

the skill to transmit their knowledge to novices, usually through demonstrations 

of how to participate in these practices (Reynolds, 1992). One of the difficulties 

encountered is both parties accessing knowledge that may be tacit and may 

vary in different contexts. 

 

Biggs (1999) described learning as interacting with the world in a way 

that results in conceptual change. In considering whether teaching assists 

students to such an outcome, he argued that a teacher’s role is to focus on 

pedagogy which will result in assisting students to understand concepts in a 

desired way. He described this as constructive alignment where learning 

objectives, teaching practices and assessment tasks are complementary, 

working together to achieve the desired learning outcome. This demonstrates 

an effort to anticipate and control student learning within a framework of the 

teacher’s objectives in the subject. He identified factors that contribute to an 

interactive system (Biggs, 1993) and underpin three common theories of 

teaching. These theories of teaching were based on different views of learning 

that result from focussing on: (a) differences in students as learners; (b) 

appropriate teaching methods; and, (c) learning activities which engage 

students.  

 

It is this third view of "learning activities that engage students" that is 

student-centered, where students' own perceptions, their efforts and inputs 

from the teaching context contribute to the level of engagement. 
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Saljo (1979) investigated students’ perceptions of learning at university. 

They tended to do this in two ways. Some saw learning as a memorisation 

activity where they "learned" to memorise information presented in lectures and 

tutorials. Others saw learning as a generative process, where new knowledge 

was linked to and framed by existing understandings. These views of learning 

were categorised (Marton & Saljo, 1997) as ranging from "surface" to "deep" 

approaches to learning. A surface approach to learning is memorising 

information that results in reproduction of content, whereas a deep approach is 

a motivated search for understanding.  

 

Bruce and Gerber (1995) reported what lecturers think students see as 

learning. Six categories were identified. They were (a) acquiring knowledge; (b) 

being able to explain and apply it; (c) developing thinking skills and ability to 

reason; (d) developing competencies as beginning professionals; (e) changing 

personal attitudes, beliefs, or behaviours in responding to different phenomena; 

and, (f) participating in pedagogic experience. 

 

Differing perceptions and philosophies of lecturers result in different 

expectations of student performance and behaviour (Bruce & Gerber, 1995).  

Students may learn implicitly what is legitimate behaviour through observation. 

However, legitimate writing practices preferred in subjects specifically, and 

courses in general are not always demonstrated or observable.  Frequently, it 

is the first assessment item in a subject that frames a lecturer’s expectations of 

students as learners and writers.  This information may be delivered in a variety 

of ways, and with varying explication.  Lectures, tutorials, subject outlines, 

textbooks, journals, set readings, assessment questions, and criteria sheets 

may contribute to establishing lecturer expectations and standards. However, 

expectations about writing are generally embedded in content information 

related to subject topics. There is a need for students to be able to access staff 

and “expect fair, critical and helpful assessment and feedback on their 

academic work in a timely manner” (Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee, 

1999). The issue of developing shared understandings about writing 

expectations between students and lecturers should be a shared responsibility, 

although research suggests this is not so.  

 

Students and lecturers generally are “not really in touch with each other 

when it comes to what counts as a good essay” (Norton, 1990). Although 
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“answering the question” was cited as the most important criterion in essay 

writing both by students and tutors in a study Norton (1990) had conducted, 

there were considerable differences in other areas. For example, tutors 

emphasised understanding and argument as significant and did not mention 

content/ knowledge. Students identified content/knowledge as the next most 

important criterion to “answering the question”.  

 

Bauldauf (1997) stated “in general lecturers do not teach much of their 

disciplinary discourse explicitly, or even point it out. Rather they assume such 

things are taught elsewhere or that it will be a part of Higher Education 

Institution’s rites of passage. It is clear from this work (Jernaudd & Bauldauf, 

1996) that many university researchers do not really consider or understand 

the language use decisions of their discipline” (p.10). 

 

The role lecturers play in developing students’ literacy practices is 

important if it is their expectations that determine what constitutes a successful 

assignment. There have been numerous calls in the literature (Krause, 2001; 

Lea, & Street, 2000; Spinks, 2000) for these expectations to made more visible 

and explicit for students. For example Levin (2000) argued:  
 

If academics can provide explicit, unambiguous and detailed guidelines 
during the first year of tertiary studies, discuss requirements prior to 
submissions and after grading, students will have an opportunity to 
understand what is expected, what they have done well and what requires 
attention (Levin, 2000). 
 

In this study, a model is proposed that offers a framework for explicating 

those factors that influence ways students develop literacy practices and how 

this contributes to success. 

 

What Constitutes Success In the Writing of Assignments?     
 

In education faculties the majority of assessment is in the form of written 

essays. These are written in response to assignment or examination tasks.  

When students develop and apply literacy practices that determine success in 

writing assignments, their results should reflect this development.  
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What One Does With What One Knows About Effective Literacy Practices Affects 
an Assessment of the Success of Academic Writing. 

 

When responding to a written assessment task, students attempt to 

demonstrate their knowledge in a given field. Such demonstrations include 

knowledge of a topic and knowledge about how to express and write this. The 

critical question for students is knowing what practices result in high scores for 

a written assessment. 

 

An analysis of student essays by Norton (1990) identified high scoring 

essays as research-based with less description than low-scoring essays. Both 

sets of essays had similar amount of structure. However, the number of 

references listed in high scoring essays was significantly more. 

 

Lawe-Davies (1997) analysed high- and low-rated examination essays 

written by students in a Dentistry Faculty. The analysis sought identification of 

distinguishing linguistic features of essays at these extremes. She found that in 

high-rated examination essays students generally established clear global 

strands of coherence, together with topic organisation that was evident at 

discourse and sentence levels. Low-rated essays revealed four common 

‘barriers’ to coherence. These were incorrect choice of genre, lack of linkage 

between essay content and topic, lack of relevance among sub-topics, and 

failure to maintain predictable flow of topics at the sentence level.  In low-rated 

essays, students did not apply procedural practices about how to write. Their 

content was not presented in a genre that established contextual information 

for the reader by establishing writer and reader roles in the essay. They did not 

relate their content to the topic and introduced information that did not expand 

and elaborate the topic in relevant and meaningful ways. Finally, these writers 

did not assist their readers in following their line of discussion by explicitly 

building on ideas across sentences. 

 

In a study analysing ten years of examiners’ reports, Farrell (1996) 

found the key discriminator in ranking results was a set of linguistic features of 

a text, rather than content of a text. Farrell’s (1996) explanation was that 

generally students’ topic knowledge was consistently high. Consequently, 

content did not act as a discriminator among essays. In contrast, rhetorical 
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organisation was not as consistent across texts produced by students. It was 

this structured factor that emerged as the discriminator.  

 

The work of Lawe-Davies (1997) and Farrell (1996) suggested an 

important literacy practice for students is the building of and signalling of 

linkages throughout their writing. Linkages need to be planned and made so 

that the lecturer as reader and marker will see the logic development in what 

students present as their demonstration of content mastery.  

 

The relationship between tertiary literacy and rate of graduation was 

examined in a Bachelor of Pharmacy degree programme (Holder, Jones, 

Robinson, & Krass, 1998). In this study, literacy skills of 634 pharmacy 

students were measured using the MASUS (Measuring the Academic Skills of 

University Students) procedure (Bonnanno & Jones, 1997). Four criteria were 

used in the assessment. These were (a) use of source material, (b) structure 

and development of text, (c) control of academic writing style and, (d) 

grammatical correctness. Again, content failed to discriminate success. 

However, structure and development of text, control of academic writing style 

and grammatical correctness were significant predictors of progression rate 

through the course. These data indicate that students who had failed subjects 

and extended the time and cost of their tertiary education were those who had 

not mastered the literacy practices inherent in these three discriminators.  

 

These results emphasise the critical role literacy skills play for students 

enrolled in a pharmacy degree. Pharmacy students generally come from high 

school having studied science and mathematics subjects. However, knowledge 

of content in these areas was not a predictor of progression rate through their 

degree. Rather, literacy practices affected time taken to complete subjects and 

the degree successfully, and influenced whether, when and at what levels they 

graduated. Furthermore, it influenced costs of their education for both students 

and the community supporting the tertiary system (Holder, et al.1998). 

 

Most students study for examinations is focussed on content 

knowledge. However, there is a growing body of evidence that suggests 

success in assessment is dependent on more than just knowing "what" to write.  

The "how" of writing is a powerful predictor (Farrell, 1996; Holder et al., 1998; 

Lawe-Davies, 1997). Students need to study planfully for examinations by 
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organising their topic knowledge in ways that will enable them to reproduce this 

knowledge in a coherent way and they need to present what they can 

reproduce in a readerly way.  

 

These studies identify literate practices that are successful when 

students apply them to written assessment tasks. Practices which discriminate 

among essays contribute to how ideas are organised and signalled to the 

reader. These include such practices as use of the comma (Bourke and 

Holbrook, 1992), structure of text and style of writing (Farell, 1996; Holder, 

Jones, & Krass, 1998; Lawe-Davies, 1997), amount of reference material cited 

(Norton, 1991) and grammatical correctness (Holder, et al., 1998).   The 

question remains how do students develop these practices. This study 

examines how students develop and apply literacy practices that contribute to 

their success in assessment tasks. 

 

The literature reported here illustrates literacy practice as a socio- 

cognitive activity. Successful literacy practice requires students to think 

consciously about their knowledge of writing and about their knowledge of their 

lecturers as readers and markers/examiners.  Literacy practice means 

“reading” demands of a writing task and “reading” demands likely to be made 

by their lecturer / tutor as a reader / marker. Students' "reading" is influenced 

by contextual factors that they need to recognise and respond to as writers. 

The literacy practice of “reading” affects levels of success in writing because 

through it, writers come to know what choices to make in their writing. 

Successful writers employ successful literacy practices. They write words, 

sentences, paragraphs that are linked and developed coherently within a text. 

They frame their content and structural knowledge in terms of a given topic, 

and, they write in ways designed to facilitate access for those who will read the 

text.  

 

Conclusion 
 

The literature reported here depicts a constructivist view of student as 

writer, with writing being mediated by complex socio-cultural demands.  

Embedded in these demands is the accessing of, and acting upon, certain 

knowledge types as defined above. This socio-cognitive view of writing and 
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writer should identify the student experience of writing in an academic 

institution. It should also help to identify lecturers' perceptions of what 

constitutes successful academic writing. If lecturers are shapers of literacy, it is 

important to make their assumptions about literacy and its development 

explicit, along with those factors which may influence their pedagogical stance. 

 

However, the corpus of research reported here generally represents an 

etic understanding of writer and writing task. It is intended through this study to 

derive an emic understanding of writing from students’ and lecturers’ 

perspectives. It describes the literacy practices of undergraduate students as 

academic writers and the procedural knowledge developed as they implement 

these practices. No studies reported in the review had examined coherence 

between how students’ describe academic writing, how this might translate into 

practice, and, this might predict performance. This thesis research explores 

whether such  relationships exists. Furthermore, it examines what lecturers say 

they expect to see in students’ academic writing, if and how those expectations 

have been articulated in subject and course documents, and if and how they 

are applied to assessment practices. The aim of this study is to understand 

what successful literacy practices constitute success in academic writing and 

how students experience and develop these practices. This understanding was 

guided by the questions stated below.  

 

How do university students describe their experiences as assignment 
writers? 
How do university students develop literacy practices needed to write 
assignments? 
What constitutes success in the writing of assignments?     

 

Through exploration of these questions, eight related questions also 

were addressed.  They were: 

How do students describe what it is to be a successful writer? 
Do students know that successful literacy practices require specific 
knowledge types when producing a written text? 
How do students describe what they do to become successful assignment 
writers? 
What influences choices students make when writing an assignment?  
How do lecturers describe what they believe to be successful writing? 
To what extent and in what ways do lecturers view their role in developing 
students as writers? 
How do lecturers’ expectations of what contributes to successful 
academic writing influence their approaches to marking assignments? 
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The following chapter provides a theoretical rationale for the design of 

the study and describes methods and analytic techniques used to answer 

these questions. 
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CHAPTER 3 

DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 
 

My purpose in this study was to better understand students’ assignment 

writing. To do this, I investigated how members of an academic community 

described, experienced and conceptualised assignment writing. Quantitative 

and qualitative methods were used to collect and analyse data about the 

following questions: 

 

How do university students describe their experiences as assignment 
writers? 
How do university students develop literacy practices needed to write 
assignments? 
What constitutes success in the writing of assignments?     
 

 The following data were generated in relation to these questions. 

 

Accounts of assignment writing experiences as perceived and 

described in interviews from undergraduate students and their lecturers in an 

Australian university. 

 

Accounts of what helps students develop literacy practices needed to 

write assignments as perceived by undergraduate students and their lecturers 

in an Australian university. 

 

Accounts of what constitutes literacy practice in assignment writing and 

perceptions of success from undergraduate students, and their lecturers in an 

Australian university.  

 

Undergraduate students’ responses to a survey identifying students’ 

experiences as assignment writers in an Australian University.  

 

Research Design 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to explain and justify the design used in 

this study. My design goal was to study perceptions and experiences of 
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members of an academic community in context, in an attempt to document 

assignment writing as an experiential account. To achieve this, I needed to 

describe the meanings and practices people brought to the activity of 

assignment writing, to understand and explain how these meanings and 

practices developed over time.  Therefore, a case study approach guided the 

planning, data collection, and data analyses.  This approach reflects certain 

assumptions about what constitutes research. These assumptions are 

explained in the following section. 

 

Assumptions Underpinning This Research 
 

Assumptions guiding this study reflect an interpretive model (Schwandt, 

1994; Tesch, 1990) for research. This model accepts subjective consciousness 

as a meaning-making activity and draws on qualitative methods (Curtis, 1978) 

to analyse accounts provided by informants involved in the study. This 

orientation has “the aim of understanding experience as nearly as possible as 

its participants feel it or live it” (Sherman & Webb, 1990, p.7). It seeks “to make 

sense of what transpired in a setting, yielding a patterned, synthesised 

understanding of it” (McCutcheon, 1981, p.6). Qualitative methods provided 

representative experiences that informed the collection and analyses of 

quantitative data.  

 

Research assumptions that underpin this perspective reflect a particular 

paradigm of what constitutes research, reality, and the social world (Guba, 

1990; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Reichardt & Cook, 1979). The notion of paradigm 

incorporates fundamental beliefs about the world and ways those beliefs direct 

us as we participate, interact, and relate to ourselves, others, events, and 

things (Patton, 1982; 1990) in the time and space of our constructed worlds. 

The nature of such beliefs reflects what one thinks, and while one’s position 

may be convincingly argued, such beliefs cannot be proven (Guba & Lincoln, 

1985).   The view taken in this study incorporates a constructivist orientation to 

research, reality, and the social world. The paradigm that underpins this study 

is described as a constructivist paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). 
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Constructivist Paradigm Underpinning This Study 
 

The principal concerns of a constructivist paradigm are related to ways 

of knowing and being in this world. Kelly (cited in Cohen and Manion, 1994) 

proposed in his psychological theory of personality that people are actively 

“engaged in making sense of and extending their experience of the world” 

(p.299). This sense-making is a personal process people use to develop 

constructs that enable them to conceptualise perceptions of daily events in 

their world. These conceptualisations help interpret, construct and predict 

reality.  

 

Fuss (cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) described the constructivist 

paradigm as being concerned with “systems of representations, social and 

material practices, laws of discourses and ideological effects” (p.125).   

However, such systems operate within particular theatres of human endeavour 

and in relation to reality and cognition. Goodman (cited in Schwandt, 1994, 

p.136) is credited by some for theorising a constructivist view of reality and 

cognition. He conceptualised cognition as knowing how context and process 

interact to influence construction of knowledge. These constructions are a 

consequence of an on-going interaction with perspective and discovery.  

Therefore, a constructivist paradigm views humans as intentional agents, 

acting on experiences to create a particular perspective of the world.   

 

Such a view is important in this study where concerns centered on 

describing and explaining social and material practices that contribute to 

student writers and writing, and for understanding how student writing is 

represented as a phenomenon. A first step in explaining the paradigm, which 

underpins this study, is to identify contributing ontological, epistemological and 

methodological assumptions contributing to the beliefs held by the researcher 

(Cohen & Manion, 1989; Guba & Lincoln, 1995). 

 

Ontological Assumptions of This Study  
 

The ontological view which frames this study is that reality “is multiple, 

divergent, and inter-related” (Guba & Lincoln, 1981, p.57). Reality is a social 

construction, contextualised and informed by experience. It arises through 
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those everyday social activities and practices of participants as they move in 

and out of different contexts. Participants act on and react to knowledge about 

those activities and practices. They act as informants, reporting their views of 

reality. A view of reality guides them in what they think, say, and do about 

phenomena. Consequently, reality is influenced by one’s experiences, reflects 

one's ideological view of the world, and contributes to its own representation of 

knowledge (Smith, 1990). This ideological view is shaped within the context in 

which it has meaning. Constructing a particular view of reality that can be 

communicated to others in a meaningful way, involves cognitive activity that 

processes experience. Therefore, my interpretive stance is that reality is 

framed within the boundaries of experience. Experience re-presents knowledge 

according to evolving and changing perceptions of what makes sense and is 

real in our world, from one moment to another.  

 

The challenge for me, as researcher, was to make sense of other 

people’s sense-making and to better understand the reasoning that underpins 

a writer’s actions (Brandt, 1992, p.350). To do this, I needed to construct from 

their reported realities my understanding of what they understood of writing and 

of their experiences of this phenomenon in the particular context of assignment 

writing.  

 

Thus, I accepted that a writing experience is the construction of a writer 

and that this construction is embedded in, and shaped by, the social context. 

To capture this experience, I recognised that such realities were multiple, and 

that they may be conflicting and changeable according to new learning and 

evolving knowledge.  Furthermore, I needed to recognise my own 

interpretations of data as reconstructions of the writing experiences of others, 

negotiated and shaped by the social context within which my study is 

embedded.  Therefore, I had a relativist, second-order perspective (Marton, 

1988), locating meanings from the participants’ perspectives.  From this emic 

perspective (Fetterman, 1989), an understanding was developed of 

participants’ accounts of undergraduate writing phenomena. In re-presenting 

this perspective, I attempted to report multiple realities as revealed in the data. 

My intention was to reveal the shared and individual experiences that shaped a 

community’s constructed understandings of assignment writing. 
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Epistemological Assumptions of This Study 
 

Such a view of reality determined the epistemological stance assumed 

in this study. Epistemology is grounded in the experience of the world and is 

linked to personal perceptions of complex social interactions embedded in this 

experience. It builds on that experience. Perceptions of experience contribute 

towards conceptions that in turn shape the experienced meaning of a 

phenomenon. Conceptions represent the organised content of thinking 

(Svensson, 1994 as cited in Bruce 1997). Concepts organise these 

experiences into abstract general meanings attributed to a category, object, 

thing, or phenomenon. Concepts are an outcome of cognitive activity where 

experiences inform and shape knowledge and the protocols through which it is 

communicated and used. 

 

This view positions knowledge as an entity and researcher as subjective 

in identifying, collecting, and describing data. Knowledge as described by 

informants in the thesis is considered as idiosyncratic because it has arisen 

from their direct experiences. This stance follows Smith's (1990) view of 

knowledge as lived practice. Therefore, knowledge is not reported here as 

objectified and removed from the experience of knowing. Rather, knowledge is 

reported as how informants "come to know". It is explored as an experiential 

act, existing in the local activities of informants as they actively engage in 

making sense of those contributing social relations. Guba (1990) described this 

epistemological view as modified objectivism where “objectivity remains a 

regulatory ideal, but it can only be approximated” (p.23). 

 

Knowledge is seen as evolving and dynamic, reflecting the context 

within which it is constructed. Thus, knowledge as described by informants in 

the study is personally constructed. However, as knowledge is developed 

through interactions that are contextualised, individual experience is framed 

within a communal experience. This may result in common, recognisable 

knowledge types, based on common, recognisable experiences.  Alternatively, 

idiosyncratic knowledge may be an outcome of the internal process of imposing 

meaning on these experiences. Individuals within a group may give 

significance to experiences and events that are unique and not representative 

of the group response (Candy, 1991). I was interested in understanding 

interrelationships that might occur between an individual’s construction of 
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personal knowledge and a community’s ‘official’ (Dyson, 1993), documented 

knowledge. For example, I sought information about whether students’ 

constructed understandings of writing revealed common attributes compared 

with those that have been constructed by lecturers. 

 

This conceptualisation of knowledge characterises the researcher as 

one able to identify the development of knowing as a personal, cognitive, and 

emotional act which is located in the immediate and lived experience of the 

knower (Smith, 1990). I wanted to understand how the immediate and lived 

experience of undergraduate students as writers influenced their literacy 

practices constructed in a tertiary context. Furthermore, I recognised that such 

experiences cannot be value free (Guba, 1990). Therefore, I recognised that 

knowledge is fabricated in parts and wholes from experiences that have 

emerged as significant for the knower.  What determines this significance for 

lecturers and students is the basis for examination.  

 

A multiple view of reality, and subjectivist epistemology, established my 

role as researcher as a co-constructor of knowledge. This stance established a 

subjective link to interactions that occurred between myself and the 

phenomenon being researched. I accepted that my role as researcher was 

interactive and subjective in my collection and interpretation of experiences as 

reported by informants in the study. 

Methodological Assumptions of This Study  
 

Identification of experiences is dependent on the methodology used in 

the collection, selection, and analysis of the data. For purposes of this study, 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) differentiation between method and methodology is 

presented as an argument for the proposed research design.  Method is the 

tool or technique, and methodology is how these tools are used and for what 

purpose (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p.91).  Cohen and Manion (1994) described 

methods as “that range of approaches used in educational research to gather 

data which are to be used as a basis for inference and interpretation, for 

explanation and prediction” (p.38). I used qualitative and quantitative data 

collection methods in this study. Qualitative and quantitative approaches to 

research have been seen to reflect differing paradigms and there has been 
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considerable debate about the compatibility of these two methods (Eisner, 

1990; Nau, 1995).  My rationale for their use in combination is explained below. 

 

Paradigms that determine what constitutes research have emerged 

from beliefs about the power of approaches and method to explain 

phenomena. Differing views have emerged about the role of quantitative and 

qualitative methods. Historically, some researchers have argued the methods 

are oppositional, operating from conflicting and competing paradigms (see 

Nau, 1995; O’Donnell & Levin, 2001). This may be considered as a purist 

position, one that dichotomises the paradigms and limits researchers to an 

“either/or” choice. For example, in this view, qualitative research rejects a 

collective, positivist inquiry where individual experiences are quantified to 

explain a phenomenon (Tudge, 2000).  

 

More pragmatic researchers argue that qualitative and quantitative 

methods are complementary paradigms each having a role to play in 

contributing to the descriptive nature of qualitative research (Firestone, 1987; 

Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Reichardt & Cook, 1979).  A third view is that paradigms 

and methods are separate and independent and have no influence on each 

other (Miles & Huberman, 1984). This third view has been extrapolated further 

to promote a symbiotic relationship that enables a researcher to oscillate 

between differing paradigms according to purpose and need (Cook & 

Reichardt, 1980; Firestone, 1987; Patton, 1982).  

 

Levin and O’Donnell (1999) ground the debate in issues of quality in 

educational research.  They argued that the use of quantitative and qualitative 

methods together with their associated data-analytic strategies increases the 

rigour of a research design and credibility associated with results. While there 

are multiple perspectives in the qualitative, quantitative debate, current views 

recognise that “a legitimate plurality of methods… will shed greater light on 

educational matters than any single set of methods can provide” (Eisner & 

Peshkin, 1990, p.11). Furthermore, while a case study approach emphasises 

the role of qualitative methods through the use of interview data, Yin (1994) 

argued this approach can accommodate a variety of methods because a focus 

of the study is understanding the case. Methods used to collect and interpret 

data are selected on the basis of their value in contributing to this 

understanding (Freebody, 2003). 
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In this study, qualitative data and quantitative data were major sources 

of information. Quantitative methods of data gathering and analysis provided a 

generalised description of phenomena that were qualitatively detailed in 

interview data. Fetterman (1988) supported such an approach, stating “The 

integration of these measures was often difficult and occasionally unwieldy, but 

always productive and revealing” (p. 59).  

 

Therefore, both forms of data gathering and analysis were included to 

increase the power of the design (Levin & O’Donnel, 2000; Wittrock, 1994). 

Quantitative data provided a global measure of how students perceive 

themselves, what they do as writers, and how they perceive a writing task. 

Quantitative data alone would have been insufficient to capture the complexity 

of students’ perceptions of their writing experiences and literacy practices. 

Qualitative data provided a contextualised account of both the act of writing 

and the associated perceptions of the writing as experienced within the realities 

of student life at a university. Both methods have contributed to an in-depth 

description, understanding, and explanation of this reality. This has been done 

within a constructivist paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), using a case study 

approach. 

 

Schandt, (1994) identified four concerns related to a constructivist 

paradigm. They were “the perdurable problem of criteria and objectivity, the 

lack of critical purchase, the problem of inquirer authority and privilege, and the 

confusion of psychological and epistemological claims” (p.130).  I have argued 

a position on subjectivity within the framework presented in support of this 

paradigm. In conducting this study, I endorse Schandt’s (1994) view that my 

focus is on participants’ reported experiences and their behaviour as revealed 

in their talk and actions. I examined assignment writing and literacy practices in 

the belief that they are constructed with intention and are constituted within 

personal, social, and cultural relationships. Criteria used to monitor the 

subjectivities revealed in this study are discussed under the heading, “Validity”, 

on page 74. 

 

A lack of critical purchase in a constructivist inquiry suggests the 

researcher is a disinterested inquirer and this stance prevents a critical analysis 

of reality as represented in the study. I have previously acknowledged the role 
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ideology plays in one’s view of reality. Furthermore, “constructivists concur with 

the ideological argument that inquiry cannot be value free” (Guba, 1990, p. 25). 

I argue that the place for critical response to an analysis is in the context of a 

discussion chapter.  

 

In this study, I have described participants’ realities as presented in their 

data. However, my discussion of these reports is a forum for critically 

evaluating ways that experience and knowledge were constructed about the 

phenomenon under study. This raises the problem of authority where a 

researcher controls and defines interpretation of data and may be open to 

assertions of privilege in relation to how assignment writing is interpreted as a 

phenomenon. Using a case study approach conducted over time decreases the 

privileging of a researcher’s interpretation. Case studies allow for verification 

and validation of meanings made by an inquirer as interpretations are jointly 

constructed through the case study dialogue. This process enabled me to 

validate my interpretations within embedded units in the case and across them. 

 

The study of a case also addressed epistemological concerns about 

knowledge as a personal construction based on meaning. A focus of this 

inquiry was to understand how knowledge about assignment writing and about 

literacy practices in assignment writing contributes to success. Furthermore, I 

was interested in understanding how this knowledge is constructed over time. 

In answering the question, “How do university students develop literacy 

practices needed to write assignments?”,  I was interested in exploring 

knowledge as a personal and social construction. My purpose was to 

understand the phenomenon as constructed in the data. Achievement of this 

purpose needs “to be judged on the pragmatic grounds of whether [the 

interpretations] are useful, fitting, and generative of further inquiry” (Schwandt, 

1994, p.130).  Patton (1994) drew on the work of Kvale (1987) when describing 

this judgement as pragmatic validation in which the perception of researchers 

and readers interact, and where relevance and utility become the basis of 

judgement.  

 

Key aspects of my thesis study are summarised in Figure 2  

 

 

 

 
 
67 

 



 

 

 

Constru
meani

Students 
-Interview 
-Survey 

Lecturers 
-Interview 

C  

 

Figure 2. Conceptual sch
 

 

A case study appr

Merriam, 2002; Stake, 

phenomenon and provide

section. 

 

 

My main intentio

design was to understan

writing. Therefore, the pu

a conceptual understand

involved studying the phe

Miles & Huberman, 19

University. The “bound

researcher. Based on my

case and the units of ana

 

ontextual factorsContextual factors
cted 
ngs 

How do university students 
perceive their experiences as 
assignment writers? 
How do university students 
develop literacy practices needed 
to write assignments? 
What constitutes “success” in the 
writing of assignment essays?     

ema guiding this study 

oach (Freebody, 2002; Hamel, Dufour, & Fortin, 1993; 

1995; Yin, 1993) developed understandings of the 

d a rationale for its use as described in the following 

Case Study Approach 

n in using a case study approach in the research 

d assignment writing as a phenomenon of academic 

rpose was revelatory (Yin, 1989), where exploration of 

ing of the phenomenon was sought (Stake, 1988). It 

nomenon in the bounded context (Stake, 1995, 1988; 

94) of an Education Faculty within an Australian 

edness” of the context was determined by the 

 research purpose, I determined what constituted this 

lysis which were most revealing and informing.  While 

 
 
68 



 

the unit of analysis in this case was student assignment writing, a set of 

subunits was selected on the basis of its potential to contribute to my 

understanding of the case. Subunits were students and lecturers.  They are 

described on page 80 under the heading, Subject Profile. On this basis, I have 

defined this case study as an embedded case study (Yin, 2003).  

 

Yin (1989) defined case study in terms of an inquiry that,  “investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when the boundaries 

between a phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which 

multiple sources of evidences are used” (p.23). 

 

This study addresses all three of Yin’s (1989) criteria. It is a study of 

students’ assignment writing as produced in writing contexts within and across 

sites. Multiple accounts of the phenomenon as described by students and 

lecturers were collected using surveys and semi-structured interviews. 

Furthermore, a case study approach was selected on the basis of the assertion 

that “the case study has been proven to be in complete harmony with the three 

key words that characterise any qualitative method: describing, understanding, 

and explaining” (Hamel, Dufour, & Fortin, 1993, p.39).  It reflects a 

constructivist research paradigm as explicated in the previous section by 

progressive focussing as analyses develop (Stake, 1995). Case study enabled 

an explanation of the writing experiences of undergraduate students and the 

perceptions that lecturers have of students as writers. The approach enabled 

me to do this in five ways. First, I was able to describe how students perceived 

themselves as assignment writers. Second, I was able to describe how 

members of a writing community understood assignment writing as a 

phenomenon. Third, I was able to describe literacy practices that were 

perceived as contributing to effective assignment writing. Fourth, I was able to 

explain how students developed as academic writers over time. Fifth, I 

examined ways that success in an assignment was described within the writing 

community. As a result of this process, my understanding of academic writing 

as a phenomenon was developed. 

 

Justification of the case study approach in educational research has 

had historical support.  For example, it was noted in Olsen's (1938) National 

Society for Studies in Education (cited in Johnston, 1985), “From the point of 

view of prediction and control of the growth and the behaviour of an individual, 

 
 
69 

 



 

the case study is the most scientific now known....   The case study in relation 

to education is a method with a respectable past and a promising future” (pp. 

329-332). 

 

As Olsen (1938, cited in Merriam, 1988) predicted, case studies have 

become an integral part of the instrumentation of educational research and 

evaluation. Stake (1978, 1995) believed it offered a researcher more than 

simply explanatory power. A case study approach provided an in-depth 

opportunity to understand the often specific and pragmatic practices involved in 

an educational context, where “the aim is to get things done” (Stake, 1978, 

p.7). McKeachie (1974) had noted earlier that any such understanding would 

need to have accounted for numerous variables that may have influenced 

expected outcomes of a case explored in a natural educational setting.  

 

Miles & Huberman’s (1994) definition of case “as a phenomenon of 

some sort in a bounded context” (p.25) guided the design in my study.  The 

phenomenon in question was undergraduate assignment writing. The bounded 

context was an Education Faculty in an Australian University. Subunits of 

analysis within this site provided rich and descriptive qualitative data on 

assignment writing and students as assignment writers in this research.  

 

My objective was to understand how assignment writing is constructed 

as a phenomenon. To do this, I needed to understand how assignment writing 

is experienced within an academic community, what literacy practices 

constitute academic writing as a phenomenon, how students develop these 

practices as assignment writers, and what constitutes success in the writing of 

university assignments.  

 

A case study approach was instrumental in achieving my objective. 

“The case study is a way of organising social data for the purpose of viewing 

social reality” (Best & Kahn, 1998, p. 248). It involved considering students’ 

views of writing and themselves as writers, their experiences as writers, and 

the literacy practices they described. 

 

Case study allowed for exploration of experiences and practices of the 

sample of students with an individual focus on those factors that affect a writing 

experience.  Such factors were determined within the natural context in which 

 
 
70 

 



 

they occurred. Relationships were inferred from exploration of these factors 

across time.  

 

Interviews were conducted to capture the experiences of students in the 

changing settings for writing that they experienced. This occurred with different 

groups at different times. The researcher was a sessional lecturer who taught a 

range of courses in the Primary of Education Program.  The role of the 

researcher as a participant-observer provided opportunities to study and record 

student writing practices as students prepared assignments throughout the 

semester.  

 

Overview of the Study 
 

The research design involved case study as an embedded design using 

several units of analysis (Yin, 1989) and methods of data collection within 

these units. The case was assignment writing as a phenomenon of academic 

writing. Within this case, there were embedded cases that formed discrete units 

of analysis. The units of analysis were undergraduate students and lecturers 

who taught undergraduate students. 

 

The study was conducted over seven years, from 1995 to 2001.  Data 

were collected in three phases. Student data were collected from those 

enrolled in a Bachelor of Education degree in 1995. The degree required that 

candidates successfully complete 32 subjects. Typically, they undertook a full-

time load of four subjects in each of eight consecutive semesters arranged in 

two-semester academic years. Details of the case are provided in Table 1. 
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Table 1.   
The Case and Parameters of the Study. 

 

Purpose of the study Understanding assignment writing as a phenomenon of 
academic writing. 
 

Theoretical paradigm Constructivist paradigm 
 

Case definition Embedded case study 
 

The case as a unit of 
analysis 
 

Assignment writing as a phenomenon of academic writing 

Bounded context: 
•Setting 

 
Australian University, Faculty of Education 

•Time frame 1995-1999 
•Units of analysis Within case sampling 

•Undergraduate students 
•Lecturers 
 

 

Phases of the Study 
 

Phase 1 
 

Phase 1 data were collected from students who enrolled in a Bachelor 

of Education (Primary) degree program in 1995, and lecturers who taught this 

group.  This cohort is labelled Group 1. From students of the cohort, 41 

volunteers were interviewed in the second semester of 1995. In the following 

year, students from Group 1 were invited to complete a survey, a copy of which 

is presented in Appendix A.  Surveys were completed during tutorials. One 

hundred and fifteen surveys were collected. At that time, the students were in 

their second year, and third semester of studies. 

 

In 1998, 21 students remained in the program from the group of 41 

interviewed as first-year students. They volunteered for a second series of 

interviews. At this time, they were completing the final semester of their 

program.  
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Data from lecturers were collected from four staff on each of two 

occasions. In 1995, four lecturers were interviewed. These were lecturers who, 

as subject convenors for first-year subjects, taught students in Group 1 and 

had administrative responsibilities for those subjects. In 1999, interviews were 

conducted with four lecturers who convened fourth-year subjects taken by 

students in Group 1. Lecturers of first year students interviewed in 1995 were 

different from lecturers of fourth-year students interviewed in 1999.  

Phase 2 
 

Phase 2 data were gathered from a sample of students identified as 

Group 2 in the study.  This group included students who enrolled in the 

Bachelor of Education (Primary) degree program in 1996. The survey used in 

Phase 1 was used for Group 2 in first-year, second semester, 1996. Seventy-

five students completed and submitted surveys.  

 

In 1999, students of Group 2 were surveyed again. This occurred during 

their fourth-year, final semester and corresponds with repeated-measures 

taken for Group 1 students during beginning and final years of their degree.  

Phase 3 
 

Phase 3 data were gathered from students and lecturers identified as 

Group 3 in the study. Students enrolled in the Bachelor of Education (Primary) 

degree program in 1998 were invited to complete the survey administered to 

subjects in Phase 1 and 2. They completed the survey in their first-year, 

second semester studies and again in their fourth-year, final semester. 

 

Each phase is summarised in Table 2. 
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Table 2.  
Organisational Plan for Phased Collection of Research Data. 
 Phases of 
the study 

Sample Data collected 

1995 
41 first-year students  
4 lecturers convening 1st year subjects 

 
Interview  

1996 
115 second-year students 

 
Survey 

Phase 1  
Group 1 

1998 
21 fourth-year students 
4 lecturers convening fourth- year subjects 

 
Interview  
 

1996 
75 first-year students 
 

 
Survey  
 Phase 2 

Group 2 1999 
81 fourth-year students 

 
Survey 

1998 
77 first-year students 

 
Survey 

 
Phase 3 
Group 3 
 

2001 
47 fourth-year students 

 
Survey 

 
This overview depicts the structure of the study and is the basis for 

establishing its validity as described below. 

 

Validity 
 

The issue of validity in a case study approach is concerned with a 

researcher’s interpretations of the phenomenon being described and any 

claims made on the basis of that interpretation. Silverman (1993) suggested 

validity in case study relies on the thoroughness of the analyses.  He described 

“analytic induction, based upon deviant-case analysis and the constant 

comparative method offers a powerful tool through which to overcome the 

danger of purely anecdotal field research” (p.170).  Deviant case analysis and 

constant comparison were used as tools in this study and are described under 

the heading, Data Reduction, on page 87. 

 

Wolcott (1990) argued that the question of validity is best solved by 

“letting informants speak for themselves” (p.130) when reporting data. He 

suggested that to be trustworthy, a researcher’s interpretations should be 

balanced with supporting examples from data collected.  Consequently, 

excerpts from the data have been included in Chapter 5 to give readers an 

opportunity to check the analysis as reported. Due to the size of the data, 
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transcripts in their entirety have been produced and are presented as a CD 

ROM and inserted on the back cover of this thesis. The notion of 

trustworthiness as described by Guba (1981) highlights principles of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Each is interpreted below in 

relation to its application in the thesis research.  

 

Establishing Credibility   
 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) believed prolonged engagement, persistent 

observation and triangulation significantly enhanced the credibility of data 

interpretation.  Each of these was addressed in a deliberate way while 

collecting and interpreting data.  Students who were subjects in Group 1 were 

interviewed as first-year students and again as fourth-year students. In Group 

2, subjects completed a survey as first-year students. This was repeated when 

they were fourth-year students. Data were collected over a total period of 

seven years. This represented prolonged engagement and persistent 

observation of subjects in accord with the requirement for credibility (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).   

 

Two modes were used to collect data.  Surveys and multiple, repeated 

semi-structured interviews informed the case. Each provided different means 

for describing the phenomenon. This variety of sources enhanced the likelihood 

of validity as a quality of the collected data (Marshall & Rossman, 1989; Patton, 

1990).   

 

To maintain trustworthiness in the interpretation of data, informants 

were given a transcription of interviews to check for accuracy of representation. 

Triangulation was used to increase accuracy of researcher interpretations. 

First, data were collected from different sources. Surveys and interviews 

provided different sources of information. Second, survey information and 

interviews were gathered from different groups at different times. Third, 

discussion and clarification were used as a form of informal member checking 

throughout the study.  The researcher then checked interpretations of data by 

clarifying them with informants.  This confirmation was recorded by the 

researcher as field notes. Students were involved in assessing the accuracy 
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and consistency of the researcher's notes, and consequently, of any 

perceptions and interpretations made by the researcher. 

 

Establishing Transferability in the Study  
 

In a case study the issue of transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of 

findings is significant when the researcher's observations are necessarily 

unique and context-bound. However, the sample size used to collect a range of 

quantitative and qualitative data contributed to the generalisabilty of findings as 

reported in this study. 

 

Gathering data from groups of subjects over time enabled a detailed 

description of a communal experience. It also enabled idiosyncratic 

experiences to be recorded and interpreted in the light of their differences. 

Accounts of experiences were examined and re-examined as data were 

collected using the same techniques, but with different groups at different 

times. Each phase of the study informed those that followed, with data 

contributing to an evolving understanding of the phenomenon. Shared and 

common perceptions emerged in students’ descriptions that were repeated 

within and among groups. Qualitatively different perceptions were also 

revealed in the accounts described by different groups over time. Thus, the 

gathering of data about the same phenomenon was cumulative and 

comparative. It enabled repeated themes to be confirmed as similar accounts 

emerged in the descriptions gathered from different groups.  

 

Stake (1995) argued for what he termed, "naturalistic” generalisation, 

where the purpose is to “make the case understandable” (p.85). He believed a 

study based on a constructivist view of meaning-making should offer readers 

enough “thick description” together with clearly presented interpretations to 

enable them to construct their own generalisations. Interpretations made by a 

researcher using case study data should resonate with a reader if the purpose 

of the study is to further understandings of a phenomenon.   

 

A strength in the use of an embedded case study design was an 

opportunity for testing interpretations across different units of analysis over a 

period of time. The first interview conducted in 1995 was repeated forty times 
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during the second semester of the first year.  This intensive method for 

gathering data constituted for the researcher, extended dialogue about the 

same topic, but with different conversational partners. I was immersed in the 

experiences of my informants, and able to check my interpretations from one 

unit of analysis to another. Each unit informed my interpretations of the one 

that followed and was informed by the one that preceded it. Data gathering was 

a recursive, reflexive process as the meanings I constructed from one unit to 

another were intertextualised within the meanings constructed by the 

informants.  

 

Four years later, this process of interview and survey was repeated. 

While size of sample and the contextualised nature of data arguably limit the 

generalisabilty of qualitative research, this study offered opportunities for 

repeated examination of findings within and across multiple units over time. 

Furthermore, these findings were grounded in the quantitative results of survey 

data.  Surveys were administered to three groups at different times. Within 

these groups, a subgroup provided repeated-measures data that enabled 

comparisons within and across groups. Based on the extent and range of data 

analysed, I argue here that the results offer reasonable grounds for expecting 

similar findings in similar tertiary contexts. 

 

The notion of transferability was considered using Cronbach's (1975) 

concept of a working hypothesis (p.125).  In this sense, results of this study as 

presented in Chapters 4 and 5, and discussed in Chapter 6, are framed as 

tentative propositions reflecting the reality of the university context in which 

they were observed. 

 

Establishing Dependability and Confirmability in the Study 
 

Procedures for data collection were monitored and reviewed by critical 

friends who acted also as auditors.  They were informed about the nature of the 

research and were familiar with methods of data collection. Throughout the 

study, ways in which data were collected and interpreted were monitored for 

acceptability and accuracy.  Both the process and the product of the data 

collection, data analysis and report were examined to establish the levels of 

consistency and discrepancy operating at any one time.  
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QSR NUD*IST Ver 4 software (Qualitative Solutions and Research, 

1997), was used as a tool for analysing transcripts. NUD*IST stands for Non-

numerical Unstructured Data Indexing Searching and Theorising. This program 

facilitated the handling of a large corpus of data through exploring ideas and 

through building and refining categories. It allows a researcher to search 

documents for repeated words and phrases, to create memos about 

interpretations and understandings, and to generate reports on findings.  

 

Levin and O’Donnell (2000) called for a ‘CAREful’ approach to research 

methods, recommending a need for “Comparison, Again and Again, 

Relationship and Eliminate” (p.190) during analyses of data. They argued the 

need to provide solid evidence for credible conclusions to be drawn.  The use 

of QSR NUD*IST facilitated a comparative examination of data where 

categories were indexed using nodes to store coding. This contributed to the 

credibility of data interpretation by providing an audit trail of the researcher’s 

evolving understanding of the data through an iterative analytic process. 

Furthermore, a critical friend monitored the coding process to check 

dependability and confirmability of interpretations. A description of how this 

software was used in analysing data can be found under the heading “Use of 

QSR NUD*IST” on page 88. 

 

Use of Quantitative Data   
 

Quantitative data were collected to provide generalised information 

about students' perceptions of their academic writing experiences.  Sources are 

described under the heading, “Instrumentation” on page 82 in this chapter.  

Data were examined to identify changes in students’ perceptions of their 

general academic writing experience, and with specific reference to writing 

experiences associated with their written assignments. These communal 

experiences framed and guided a more detailed examination of data using the 

case study approach previously described. 
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Units of Analysis 
 

 In designing an inquiry into assignment writing as a phenomenon of 

academic writing, the units of analysis in this case were multiple and 

embedded in the context in which the case was studied (Yin, 1993). Therefore, 

units of analysis were selected based on their revelatory and explanatory 

potential. The boundedness of the case in an educational setting also 

determined the units of analysis to be studied. These units were students and 

lecturers and are described under the heading “ Subject profile” on page 80. 

 

Sampling Criteria 
 

Purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) or nonprobability sampling (Merriam 

1988) enabled selection of subjects who offered representative insights into a 

deeper understanding of the research area being investigated. The following 

criteria were used. First, students had to be involved in an undergraduate 

degree where extended assignment writing was a consistent feature of course 

assessment requirements. Second, subjects needed to be drawn from large 

enough numbers to enable a survey to be conducted and analysed using 

statistical techniques. Third, within this cohort, individual students needed to be 

studied as key informants over a period of time. Fourth, subjects needed to be 

readily accessible to the researcher to facilitate data collection. Finally, 

lecturers who had direct contact with these students needed to be available for 

interviewing. Based on these criteria, subjects in this study were students 

enrolled in a Bachelor of Education degree, and their lecturers who convened 

subjects. Phase 1 involved students who commenced their degree in 1995. 

Forty-one first-year students sampled from volunteers from a cohort of 210 

students participated in an interview and provided samples of their first-year 

assignment writing. In 1998, 21 of these students participated in a follow-up 

interview and provided samples of their assignment writing as fourth-year 

students. A second sample from the 1995 admission provided data in 1996. 

Now second-year students, 115 from this cohort completed a survey during the 

third semester of their studies. 

 

During Phase 1, eight lecturers were interviewed. In semester 2, 1995 

each of the four interviewed convened one of the academic subjects that 
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students undertook in the first-year, first semester. In 1999, another four 

lecturers were interviewed. Each was convening one of the fourth-year subjects 

being undertaken by some Group 1 students then in the final year of their 

studies. 

 

Phase 2 of the study commenced in the second semester, 1996. Group 

2 was drawn from a cohort of 210 first-year students who had enrolled in a 

Bachelor of Education (Primary) degree in 1996. Seventy-five first-year 

students from this group completed and submitted a survey. In 1999, 81 

students completed the same survey in their fourth-year of studies. The second 

survey was modified in respect to the way respondents were asked to 

contextualise their questions about their assignment writing. Whereas in the 

first survey all students undertook the same subjects, this was not the case in 

fourth year where students were enrolled in elective or specialisation subjects. 

Accordingly, respondents were asked to nominate a subject in Part B and to 

respond to questions with reference to that subject. Thirty-one subjects were 

nominated in the survey. 

 

 Phase 3 commenced in 1998 with 77 first-year students 

completing the survey. From this group, 47 students completed and submitted 

the survey as fourth-year, second semester students.  

 

Subject Profile  

Students 
 

Three cohorts of students were tracked through this study, providing 

data at Phases 1, 2 and 3 of the research. All had enrolled in a Bachelor of 

Education degree program at an Australian university, the first in 1995, the 

second in 1996 and the third in 1998. In each cohort, a majority had graduated 

from high school the previous year.  Others were mature-aged students, and 

some were international students.  A total of 193 students provided first-year 

data. Second-year data were collected from 115 students, and 149 students 

provided fourth year data.  
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Lecturers 
 

Lecturers were involved in this study at Phase 1 as described in the 

table. Eight lecturers were interviewed. They convened, lectured, and tutored in 

first-year, or fourth-year subjects. Four lecturers were interviewed in 1995. 

They designed, taught and convened the four subjects offered to first-year 

students in semester 1. They had taught the students admitted into the degree 

course in 1995. Four other lecturers were interviewed in 1999. They designed 

and convened fourth-year subjects. They taught in specialist areas of Primary, 

Early Childhood Education, Special Education, or Honours Research from 

which students chose electives. No lecturers were involved at Phase 2.   

 

Data Collection 
 

The following steps were taken at Phase 1. 

 

 In 1995, Semester 2, 41 students were interviewed. They were 

randomly selected from 49 students who had responded to an invitation to 

participate in the study. This invitation had been made to all students 

undertaking a compulsory subject, Subject 5. This was one of four compulsory 

subjects taken by students in their first-year of teacher preparation at the 

university. A total of 27 hours of interview data was recorded.  At the end of the 

semester, students were presented with transcripts of their original interview 

responses to check the accuracy of transcription.  

 

 Four lecturers were interviewed during Semester 2, 1995. Each 

had convened one of the compulsory subjects offered to first-year students in 

the previous semester. Each interview was of about 40 minutes duration.  

 

 During the final semester, 1998, 21 of the 41 students who had 

been interviewed four years earlier were still enrolled at the university. They 

were invited to participate in a further interview. Nineteen were still enrolled in 

the Bachelor of Education degree at the primary site. One student had 

transferred to a Bachelor of Business degree at another Australian University in 

1996. In the following year, she transferred to a Bachelor of Social Science in 

Recreation, interstate. She was in her final year of this degree in 1998, having 
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registered as a cross-institutional student and having completed her studies at 

the primary site. Another student had transferred from the Bachelor of 

Education degree to a Bachelor of Arts and Linguistics in 1996 at the primary 

site. She was in her final year when interviewed in 1998. 

 

Four lecturers who convened fourth-year subjects in the Bachelor of 

Education degree were also interviewed. These interviews occurred in 1999. 

They were not available in 1998 either because they were finalising semester 

results or because they had taken leave.  

 

At Phase 2, 210 students were enrolled in Language Education 1, in 

Semester 2, 1996. All were invited to complete and return a survey. From this 

cohort, 75 students did so. 

 

At Phase 3, 239 first-year students were invited to participate in the 

research. Seventy-seven completed and submitted the survey and four years 

later, 47 students completed and submitted the repeat survey. 

 

Instrumentation 
 

In case-study research, the researcher is seen as the primary 

“instrument of data collection and the centre of the analytic process” (Patton, 

1990, p.461). My role involved gathering and interpreting data as an iterative 

process throughout the study. Instruments were used to frame interviews and 

my role evolved as co-constructor of meanings during the data gathering.  

 

Instruments Used With Students 
 

A survey and semi-structured interview were used to collect data. The 

targeted areas were: 

 

Generalised experiences of undergraduate students as writers as they 
progressed through their degree program; 
Specific writing experiences related to specified subjects. 
 

Within these areas, data were sought on students’ perceptions of 

themselves as assignment writers, of the literacy practices they used when 
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writing assignments, of how they developed these literacy practices, and, of 

what they perceived contributed to success in assignment writing.  

 

Survey 
 

Surveys were undertaken to “gather data at a particular point in time 

with the intention of describing existing conditions” (Cohen & Manion, 1994, 

p.83) that related to their experiences of assignment writing.  The survey 

instrument was administered to the same group of respondents at different 

times. Its aim was to gather information about students as academic writers 

and to see if this information changed over time. The survey was designed as a 

40-item instrument using rankings and a Likert-scale to gauge responses. It 

was used in Phase 1, 2, and 3 of the research. Item content was based on 

interview data gathered from students interviewed during Phase 1 of the study. 

Themes that emerged from interview responses included students’ perceptions 

of themselves as writers, sources they used when writing assignments and the 

things they found helpful or not helpful when writing assignments.  

 

Items were organised into two sections. Those in Part A sought to 

capture students’ communal experiences of academic writing associated with 

first-year subjects. Six questions probed their assessments of their own writing. 

A Likert-scale was used for ordering responses. Another six questions 

focussed on sources students used to help them write assignments. This 

section required them to rank items in a given list.   

 

Items in Part B sought to capture communal experiences of academic 

writing associated within a specified subject. In the survey for first year 

students, the subject targeted was a curriculum subject. In the survey given to 

fourth-year students, the students each identified a target subject from the 

range of elective subjects they were taking. Four open-ended questions offered 

opportunities for them to explain their own view of successful assignment 

writing, how they went about writing assignments, what level of satisfaction 

they had with their writing, and what they perceived as helpful in developing 

their writing. A copy of the survey is included as Appendix A. 
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The survey was piloted with students enrolled in a different degree 

program conducted in the Faculty. Twenty-two secondary students studying in 

the second semester of their first year were invited to complete the 

questionnaire. They were informed of the purpose of the survey and they 

completed and critically reviewed it.  These students provided analytic 

comments on the clarity of items and of the responses elicited by them.  No 

adjustment to item content, wording, or structure was considered necessary as 

a result of this pilot. However, some students believed the procedural 

information for ranking items in Part A of the survey was unclear. Therefore, 

more careful explanation was designed and included in the preamble. This 

involved an explanation of the difference between two types of questions, those 

that required placement on a 5-point Likert-scale and those that required 

ranking.  

 

Interviews 
 

Interviews were used in this study as a means of “finding out what 

others feel and think about their worlds. Through qualitative interviews you can 

understand experiences and reconstruct events in which you did not 

participate” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p.1). Qualitative interviews have been 

compared with conversations where turn-taking results from the meaning 

interactions which occur between interviewer and interviewee  (Patton, 1990; 

Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Spradley, 1979). A semi-structured interview allows for 

clarification of meanings and for elaboration and probing of responses 

throughout the exchange. This is particularly important as “interviews are 

invented anew each time, they can be wonderfully unpredictable and 

unexpectedly productive” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 7).  

 

Each interview is unique and portrays “multiple realities” of the case 

(Stake, 1995, p.65). The interview provided thick description (Miles & 

Huberman, 1995) of the phenomenon from an informant’s perspective. When 

interviewing 41 first-year students, it was important for me to have guiding 

questions that organised the interview into focal areas. This facilitated analyses 

of the data by ensuring each student had addressed areas under investigation. 

Interview questions were shaped by the research questions. They also were 
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formed by my observations made during lecture and tutorial sessions, and 

interviews conducted during each phase of the study. 

 

Interviews were used to gather data about students’ practices as 

writers, their experiences as writers, and their perceptions of success in 

academic writing. Semi-structured interviews were used for gathering data in 

Phases 1 and 2. In Phase 1, 41 first-year students were interviewed using 28 

questions to focus their responses. The interview was organised around three 

areas. First, students were asked about their experiences as academic writers. 

Second, they were asked to describe their writing practices when answering an 

assignment question. Third, they were asked to talk about their writing 

experiences in relation to their first-semester subjects. The interviews were 

transcribed and prepared for importing into QSR NUD*IST for analyses. 

 

Of the 41 students interviewed in Phase 1, 1996, 21 of them were 

enrolled at the university in 1998. They were invited to be interviewed again 

and all agreed to participate.  The same questions were used, but some were 

adapted to accommodate subjects students were studying at that time. For 

example, when students were describing the steps they followed when writing 

an assignment, they were asked to refer to their writing in a nominated fourth-

year subject. Additional questions were included to gather information about if 

and how students developed and changed as writers.  They also were asked to 

suggest advice they would give first-year students about assignment writing. 

Approximately 15 hours of interview data were recorded. The interview 

schedule was developed for analysis using QSR NU*DIST, and is included as 

Appendix D. 

 

Interviews become iterative (Rubin & Rubin, 1995) and responsive to 

experiences as they developed or changed.  Field notes were taken and the 

interviews were audio-taped and transcribed for analysis. 

 

Instruments Used With Lecturers  

Interview 
 

In Phase 1, a semi-structured interview was used to gather information 

from four lecturers who were convening subjects in first semester of the first 
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year of the degree and from four others who were convening fourth-year 

subjects. Information was gathered about their experiences in teaching 

undergraduate students during first or final semester, and their perceptions of 

these students as writers.  

 

Table 3.  
Summary of Data Collected Over 3 Phases 

 

Phase Group Year Sample source Sample 
size 

Data 

1 One 1995 First-year students 
 

41 Semi-structured interview 

  1996 Second-year students 
 

111 Survey 

  1998 Fourth-year students 
 

21 Semi-structured interview 

  1995 Lecturers: convenors of 
first-year subjects 
 

4 Semi-structured interview 

  1999 Lecturers: convenors of 
fourth-year subjects 
 

4 Semi-structured interview 

2 Two 1996 First-year students 
 

75 Survey 

  1999 Fourth-year students 
 

50 Survey 

3  1998 First-year students 
 

79 Survey 

 

Data Analysis Techniques  
 

Case study involves multi-perspective analyses (Tellis, 1998).  This 

means that a researcher considers not just the perspective revealed in the 

units of analysis, but also the interactions that occur among them. Therefore, 

my analysis used a variety of techniques that provided opportunities to 

examine the embedded nature of data within the case. In turn, this enabled me 

to look for complementary and competing perspectives that might reveal an 

understanding of assignment writing as a phenomenon of academic writing.  

 

Several methods are used because “increasingly, authors and 

researchers who work in organisations and with managers argue that one 

should attempt to mix methods to some extent, because it provides more 

perspectives on the phenomena being studied” (Easterby-Smith 1991, p. 31). 

These methods are described below. 
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Data Reduction 
 

Analysis of Interview Data  
 

Meanings that are made through ‘talk’ offer insights into characteristic 

and idiosyncratic ways through which students participate in the act of writing. 

They also illuminate ways that they develop as writers. The relationship 

between how students experience writing assignments and if and how these 

experiences influence their view of themselves as writers was also explored.  

Furthermore, through detailing lecturers’ views of students as writers, data 

were provided that enabled comparisons with students’ own perceptions. Thus, 

it was possible to compare the construction of student as writer from both 

student and lecturer perspectives.  

 

As students and lecturers described their experiences and perceptions 

of writing as an academic task, they revealed in their ‘talk’ assumptions and 

understandings about themselves, the task, and factors which they give 

significance to in their account of the phenomenon (Freebody, Ludwig, & Gunn, 

1995).  

 

The Process 
 

Interviews were audio-taped and transcribed using MS Word 7. The 

availability of recorded and transcribed interviews enabled repeated and 

detailed examination of particular events in an interaction. Initially, to maintain 

familiarity of students and lecturers through their talk, I listened to taped 

interviews within 24 hours of their recording.  Throughout the study, I listened 

to the tapes at every opportunity, usually when I was driving. This proved 

valuable preparation in gaining a sense of common and disparate themes 

evident in the recordings. Furthermore, I looked for evidence of relationships 

between student and lecturer perspectives. 

  

The large corpus of data represented in the transcriptions was read 

several times to check my initial interpretations of the meanings that were 

represented in data. This enhanced the range and precision of the analysis as I 

recursively moved from one interview to another. Using the inductive analytic 
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process described by Yin (1984, 1989) as pattern matching, data were 

compared systematically to establish converging or diverging evidence from 

various sources. Pattern matching identified chains of evidence in the data that 

established consistent and repeated themes.   

 

Diverging evidence identified deviant cases that provided atypical 

responses. Such inconsistencies could either confirm my findings or result in 

my reconceptualising those findings to accommodate these alternative 

meanings. “Deviant case analysis constitutes a central resource for testing of 

hypotheses. The meticulous analysis of those cases gives impetus, strength, 

and rigour to the development of the analytic arguments” (Perakyla, 1997, p. 

202).  This process is described below.  

 

Use of QSR NUD*IST 
 

QSR NUD*IST is a Non-numerical Unstructured Data Indexing 

Searching and Theorizing computer program developed to manage and 

analyse qualitative data. As data are systematically searched as evidence of 

categories, patterns and themes emerge. Data that represent common 

meanings are then indexed at nodes. A hierarchical Index Tree is constructed 

that shows relationships among meanings in the data. Information stored at 

nodes may be explored further by creating Child Nodes which act as sub-

categories of meaning.  

 

Transcriptions of all interviews were imported into QSR NUD*IST and 

organised under their respective node headings of Year level, Students, and 

Lecturers. Data analysis commenced with the first of the 1995 interviews. The 

headings that were generated in the analysis were located as nodes on a tree. 

They represented emerging propositions that would contribute to a full 

understanding of the case. Text searches were made using string, pattern and 

index search techniques. String searches scanned the selected data to locate 

exact sequences of characters. This was used to confirm repetition of words 

within and across cases. For example, searching for all references to the word, 

“edit” would locate this activity in the talk. I would then extend this search to 

include associated words such as [proofreading|re-reading|corrections| in a 

pattern search.  
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The results were read and checked for accuracy. Because they 

provided insight into literacy practices of assignment writing, they were stored 

in a node, titled Literacy practices, under the Student node. Non-productive 

searches were stored as “free nodes”. That is, they were not attached to the 

tree, but recorded as part of the audit trail. The labelling and position of these 

nodes was changed or refined over time as new categories emerged and 

impacted on evolving understandings. 

 

Finds that did not relate to the category being explored resulted in two 

things. Either they were deleted from the node or they triggered a second 

search using more precise word searches to eliminate false finds. For example, 

a pattern search for words which might locate information related to a node 

labelled “knowing how to write” academic writing included a search for 

synonyms |correct|right|accurate|exact| This search found student references 

to a range of assignment related constructs. For example, they used these 

words to describe what effective writing was as exemplified in the response 

“getting the answer right”. Additional comments referred to related aspects of 

knowing how to write such as the role accurate referencing played in 

assignment writing.  

 

However, the search also found students used these words to describe 

spelling in assignment writing. Searches for the word “spelling” were then made 

to see how students talked about spelling. This emerged as a student-identified 

attribute of successful writing. Consequently, a node “Spelling” was attached as 

a child node to the “Knowing how to write” node. Through repeated ranking of 

the data, a matrix was developed under the heading “Knowing how to write”, in 

which all instances where students made reference to this as a phenomenon 

were stored. This process of analysis was repeated with lecturer data to see if 

they talked about assignment writing in the same way. References were 

checked for relevance and stored in the Lecturer tree under a node called 

“Knowing how to write”.  

 

Furthermore, through repeated searching, another child under the 1995 

student node emerged as significant in understanding how students 

experienced assignment writing. That node was labelled “Attributes of 

assignment writing”. The ‘Spelling’ child node attached to ‘Knowing how to 
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write’ was copied and attached to this new node. Therefore attributes shared 

across different nodes began to signal relationships across concepts.  

 

Throughout this process my own thinking about the data was recorded 

using the memo facility in QSR NUD*IST. “The aim of the memo writing is, 

primarily, to uncover the properties of the category” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 

p.342). I found this useful in describing the category represented in the node, 

and reflecting on possible relationships to explore with other nodes. It provided 

a systematic method of recording my understanding of the data, at that time.  

Memos helped develop coherence to categories.   

 

The evolving and recursive nature of qualitative data analysis meant 

that coding at nodes was continually revised as my progressive interpretation 

of the data became more fine-grained and representative. The development of 

categories reflected Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) description of the process. As 

new insights emerged, coding was refined by “filling in” or adding categories. 

Revisiting data to “extend” or re-interpret meanings occurred when I viewed 

data from a different perspective. This new perspective resulted when I would 

find a new relationship or category, which caused me to re-think my original 

interpretation.  

 

I used the facility of “free nodes” in QSR NUD*IST to tentatively code 

data which represented a category that did not appear to relate to other data. 

“Bridging” resulted when connections were made in these free nodes and 

relationships among categories emerged. This enabled me to revisit previously 

unclear categories and attach them to a new or existing node, depending on 

the relationship that was understood. Finally, “surfacing” occurred when I was 

convinced a new proposition existed in the data. I would create a new node 

and verify its existence in the data, through careful searching. This was 

complemented by a visual scan of transcripts, where I’d skim through typed 

interviews to confirm the existence of the new category, or to locate further 

evidence that may not have been revealed using search tools in QSR 

NUD*IST. 

 

The analytic progression in this study followed Miles and Huberman’s 

(1994) use of matrixes to systematically analyse, categorise, and display 

information as constructed from the data. QSR NUD*IST was the tool for 
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pattern-matching, developing a chain of evidence and building matrices in the 

form of ‘networked trees’.  Nodes attached to the tree were displayed using a 

matrix table report. The following analyses were undertaken in the order 

presented below.  

 

1. Multi-level within-unit descriptive analysis. 

2. First-year student data. 

 

The first stage in analysing the data was to explore and describe 

students’ experiences of assignment writing. First-year student interview data 

collected during 1995 were analysed. QSR NUD*IST was used to code data 

inductively and to organise students’ experiences as assignment writers into 

meaningful propositions. These exploratory analyses were based on the 

interview questions. As pattern codes were verified across transcripts, they 

were attached to the index tree as propositions that had important explanatory 

power in understanding the phenomenon under investigation (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p.71).  Students’ experiences as assignment writers were 

conceptualised under three broad headings. They were: 

 

metacognitive understandings about themselves as writers; 

conceptual understandings about assignment writing; and, 

perceptions of what helped them to write assignments. 

 

These nodes remained stable across the 1995 first-year data and are 

listed with their children in Chapter 5. 

 

 Pattern codes that were not represented frequently in the data but 

contributed to my understanding of the complex, idiosyncratic nature of 

experience were stored as free nodes. For example, a pattern search for the 

proposition ‘interesting’ resulted in the following report: 

 

Q.S.R. NUD.IST Power version, revision 4.0. 

Licensee: Faculty of Education / University. 

PROJECT: Writing 2003, User Margaret, 0:35 am, 30 Jul, 2003. 

******************************************************************************** 

(F 64)                  //Free Nodes/interesting 95 

*** Definition:  
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Search for '[interest|interested|interesting]', Only documents coded at (1 

2 2 2). 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: ALEXAN1.TXT 

+++ Retrieval for this document: 2 units out of 395, = 0.51% 

56    *Q.2. 

++ Text units 66-66: 

66    Oh, OK.  And I think making getting keeping the reader interested. 

++ Text units 68-68: 

68    Keeping you interested right through it. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ ON-LINE DOCUMENT: VANSLO1.TXT 

+++ Retrieval for this document: 1 unit out of 192, = 0.52% 

3     *Q.2. 

++ Text units 11-11: 

11    UM, (???) SOMETHING INTERESTING 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

+++ Total number of text units retrieved = 3 

+++ Retrievals in 2 out of 70 documents, = 2.9%. 

+++ The documents with retrievals have a total of 587 text units, 

    so text units retrieved in these documents = 0.51%. 

+++ All documents have a total of 13332 text units, 

so text units found in these documents = 0.02%. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 

This report identified that the proposition ‘interesting’ was in response to 

the interview question 2 in all three finds and related to what these two 

students perceived to be effective assignment writing. As more free nodes 

were added, I made sense of such references in terms of students’ perceptions 

of the influence of the reader on assignment writing.  Therefore, a child was 

created on the index as follows: 

 

(2 1 1 4 11)            /1998/Students/Conceptual/Knowing how/reader 

 

Other categories were merged with this child as they were coded. 

Further searches resulted in adding students’ references to ‘creative’, ‘waffle’ 

and ‘to the point’. Such references suggested to me that these students were 
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aware of the reader when writing assignments and they attempted to 

accommodate a reader’s needs by writing creatively, keeping to the point and 

not ‘waffling’. Memoing recorded my initial theorising of representative and 

linked concepts as they emerged in the analyses, developing propositions as 

emerging hypotheses. A proposition that emerged from data coded at the 

“reader” node was reported in Chapter 5, Section 3, Rhetorical knowledge and 

success. 

 

1995 Lecturer Data 
 

This process was repeated for the third stage of analysis of lecturer 

transcripts. 

 

3. Multi-level across-unit contrastive/ comparative analyses among 

students, among lecturers and among students and lecturers. 

 

This was a less complex process due to the size of the sample. A list of 

nodes and children is presented in Chapter 5, Figure 13. The preceding 

analyses 1 and 2 for students formed the basis for a comparison of coding 

across groups over time. Comparisons were sought about what were identified 

as successful literacy practices. Data collected in 1995 were compared with 

data collected in 1998/9. These analyses aimed to identify change within and 

across groups over time and to explain how any such change eventuated. Data 

display used a time-ordered matrix to report results. Memoing continued to be 

an important process as I recorded my thinking about how these analyses 

located relationships among categories within phases and across them. 

 

4. Comparison and synthesis of quantitative and qualitative data.  

 

These analyses were re-interpreted in the light of the quantitative 

analyses described below and formed the basis for reporting qualitative results 

in Chapter 5. 

Analysis of Surveys 

Students 
  

 
 
93 

 



 

SPSS® Release 4 was used to analyse quantitative data provided by 

first, second, and fourth–year subjects. Statistical analyses of survey data 

sought to identify communal perceptions of writing experiences as reported in 

surveys conducted in each of the three phases. First, an overall Chi-square 

contingency coefficient compared groups for significant differences in levels of 

agreement in the variables of writing confidence, writing difficulty, and writing 

assistance. Second, a  Principal Components Analysis with an oblique rotation 

of the responses to 24 Likert scale questions tested whether meaningful factors 

would evolve. Third, a stepwise linear regression was performed with topic 

factor scores as independent variables and GPA as the dependent variable. 

Finally, a repeated-measures analysis allowed comparison of first and fourth-

year data with a group who completed the survey as first-year students and 

again as fourth-years. This enabled replication of responses across groups. 

 

Results of the qualitative data were examined in the light of findings as 

revealed in the analyses of quantitative data. Relationships were identified 

between the communal experiences and practices as reported in the survey 

data with those of informants as revealed in case study data. 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter developed a theorised rationale for the design and 

methods used in this case study. The bounded nature of the case was 

described and the units of analysis embedded within the case were identified.  

A sample of three cohorts of students and lecturers was used. Data were 

collected from interviews and surveys and were gathered and analysed using 

qualitative and quantitative techniques. Qualitative analysis examined data to 

identify student experiences as assignment writers, how students developed 

writing practices, and what they perceived constituted success in assignment 

writing. The results of these analyses are reported in Chapters 4 and 5.  
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CHAPTER 4 

Quantitative Results 

Overview 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to report data collected in an investigation 

of three questions:      

 

How do university students describe their experiences as assignment 
writers? 
How do university students develop literacy practices needed to write 
assignments? 
What constitutes success in the writing of assignments? 
 

Quantitative analyses provided wide-scale descriptions of students’ 

perceptions for large groups at first-year, second-year, and fourth-year levels. 

These descriptions together with those obtained from qualitative procedures 

reported in the following chapter provide a view of students’ perceptions in 

large groups and as individuals. 

 

Two forms of quantitative data were gathered. One allowed 

comparisons across different year levels of the degree where students had 

been surveyed in the same year. The other enabled comparison within the 

same group as repeated-measures of perceptions were taken for subjects as 

first-year and fourth-year students.  

 

The quantitative data are presented here in three sections, 

corresponding with the research questions. First, students’ descriptions of their 

experiences in writing assignments are reported. Second, their accounts are 

presented in relation to how they developed literacy practices. Third, 

associations are made between performance in writing assignments and 

particular factors that students aligned with success.  

 

Results 
 

Comparisons across three different year levels in a four-year degree 

program were possible under the sampling design. Testing students in the final 
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week of their second semester studies provided first-year data. Testing others 

who were in the final week of the third semester produced data for second-year 

students. Students in the final week of their eighth semester were tested to 

provide information representing a fourth-year position.  This cross-sectional 

comparison of different cohorts of first, second, and fourth-year students 

showed a significant year-level effect on five of six items used to check their 

perceptions (See Figure 3). 

 

A repeated-measures group completed the survey twice, once as first-

year students and later as fourth-year students. This repeated-measures 

testing enabled a within-group comparison across first and fourth-year 

experiences, and comparison of effects with those achieved for the cohorts. 

Levels of agreement for the three cohorts were compared for significance by 

means of overall Chi-square contingency measures. Coupled with separate 

comparisons of the three cohorts, coefficients and probabilities revealed a 

pattern of association that is generally consistent, and often statistically 

significant. This pattern matched that obtained in the larger cross-sectional 

study. These results are reported in Section 1 and Section 2. 

 

In the final section of this chapter, results from a factor analysis of the 

22 Likert-scale items show that a single underlying factor predicted success 

where success in assignment writing is associated with students’ Grade Point 

Average (GPA). This factor was “ knowing how to write” (an assignment).  

 

Detailed results that address the first question of the study are reported 

in Section 1. A further response to the question is provided where these results 

are combined with corresponding data from the qualitative analysis reported in 

Chapter 5. 

 

Section 1: How University Students Described Their Experiences as Assignment 
Writers 

Results Based on Scores for Student Survey (Part A, Items 1-6): A Comparison 
of Generalised Experiences of Writing Assignments From First-year to Second-

year to Fourth-year 
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Cross-sectional results reporting students’ perceptions of six aspects of 

writing assignments are shown in Figure 3 and Figure 4 and illustrate the 

consistency of results for cohort and repeated-measures data. 
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Figure 3. Cohort data: Perceptions of confidence and of knowledge 
in assignment writing. 
 

 
Figure 4. Cohort and Repeated-measures data: A comparison of 
perceptions of confidence and of knowledge in assignment writing. 
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As shown in Figure 3, there is a consistent pattern of responses across 

year levels. Fourth-year students were strongest in response to all items of Part 

A of the survey. They expressed higher levels of agreement with positive 

statements and higher levels of disagreement in addressing assignment topics. 

Fewer reported less difficulty in attending to demands of an assignment task 

such as understanding topic questions, knowing what lecturers wanted them to 

write and how to write, and in writing in an academic way. Second-year 

students were consistently less confident and had greatest difficulty in 

interpreting and writing assignments. 

 

As shown in Figure 4, this consistency is stable in a comparison of data 

from cohorts and those surveyed as both first-years and fourth-years. First-year 

students reported different perceptions from fourth-years when talking about 

their general experiences of assignment writing. They were less confident and 

had greater difficulty in writing. First-year students in the repeated-measures 

data showed the same pattern of responses. When tested as fourth-years, they 

reported less difficulty in knowing what to write and how to write in an academic 

way. The consistency of the pattern yielded in both sets of data suggests 

stability in the comparisons of change across year levels and across time. 

 

Cross-sectional comparisons (The three cohorts). 
 

Responses on two items of the survey (See Figure 3) identified 

students’ levels of confidence as assignment writers. Generally, the 

perceptions were positive. Seventy-four percent of first-year students 

considered that they answered assignment questions confidently. However, the 

positive response by the fourth-year group was significantly stronger [χ2 = 

13.187 (df=6), p < 0.05]. Similarly, while 66% of first-year students considered 

that they were confident in writing their assignments, this confidence was 

present for a significantly greater number (80%) of fourth-year students [χ2 = 

13.631 (df=6), p < 0.05]. 

 

Four items (Items 3 to 6) tested students’ perceptions of levels at which 

certain areas related to assignment writing seemed difficult. Despite high levels 

of confidence in answering assignment questions, numbers who claimed they 

knew how to write assignments were relatively low across the year-levels. More 



 

fourth-year students (54%) were positive than first-years (34%). However, this 

difference was not statistically significant.  

 

Significant year-level effects were found on all three other items testing 

their perceptions of difficulty. Specifically, these were a greater positive 

response from fourth-year students on whether they understood assignment 

questions [77%: 61%; χ2 = 13.560 (df=6), p < 0.05], had difficulty in writing in 

an academic way [82%: 60%; χ2 = 15.909 (df=6), p < 0.05], and, had difficulty 

in knowing what lecturers wanted them to write [56%: 36%; χ2 = 16.614 (df=6), 

p < 0.05]. 

 

There was a consistent trend across all six items in how second-year 

students responded. Of the three levels tested, second-year students were 

least confident and expressed greatest difficulty as assignment writers. 

 

Comparison of first- and second-year experiences showed a consistent, 

but non-significant pattern of responses across all six items in Part A. First-year 

students reported greater confidence and less difficulty in assignment writing 

than second-year students. 

 

In addition, there was a consistent and significant pattern of responses 

in comparisons of second- and fourth-year students across the first five items. 

Second-year students were significantly less confident in answering 

assignment questions [χ2 = 10.887 (df=3), p < 0.05] and writing assignments 

[χ2 = 11.178 (df=3), p < 0.05]. More second-year students had difficulty 

understanding assignment questions [χ2 = 10.013 (df=3), p < 0.05], writing 

assignments in an academic way [χ2 = 13.824 (df=3), p < 0.05] and knowing 

what lecturers wanted them to write [χ2 = 15.433 (df=3), p < 0.001]. There was 

no significant difference in how second-year and fourth-year students reported 

their knowledge of how lecturers wanted them to write. However, the trend 

favoured the latter group. 

 

Comparisons of first-year and fourth-year students yielded a consistent 

pattern of responses across all six items. In three of these items, year-level 

effects were significant. Fourth-year students had less difficulty understanding 

questions [77%: 61%; χ2 = 10.211 (df=3), p < 0.05]. They had less difficulty in 
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writing academically [82%: 60%; χ2 = 9.278 (df=3), p < 0.05] and less difficulty 

knowing what lecturers wanted [56%: 36%; χ2 = 9.346 (df=3), p < 0.05]. 

 

There was no significant year-level effect for first-year students and 

fourth-year students concerning their confidence in answering questions, 

writing assignments, and knowing how lecturers wanted them to write 

assignments. However, in these three items, the trend was that fourth-year 

students remained more confident and had less difficulty than first-year 

students. 

 

Summary 
 

Significant differences among students at different year levels resulted 

from items that surveyed perceived levels of confidence and difficulty that 

students associated with writing assignments. First-year students had almost 

two semesters of experience in assignment writing and their first semester 

results on which to base their responses. They indicated significantly less 

confidence and greater difficulty in writing assignments than fourth-year 

students. However, they were more positive than second-year students. 

Second-year students had an additional semester of experience and their first-

year results on which to base their responses. Despite this additional 

experience, their levels of confidence decreased and their experience of 

difficulty increased. 

 

Fourth-year students had almost eight semesters of experience in 

assignment writing and seven semesters of results at the time of their testing. 

They were more confident and reported less difficulty with writing assignments 

than both first and second-year students. 

 

In a comparison of the cohorts, students appeared to change their 

views across time consistent with the cross-sectional analysis of first-year and 

fourth-year students in the repeated-measures group. First-years in the latter 

group changed their responses when they completed the survey again as 

fourth-years in ways that reflected the cohort changes shown in Figures 3 and 

4 and described above. 
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Results Based on Scores for Student Survey Part B, Items 13-18 
 

Data collected in Items 13-18 of Part B of the survey contextualised the 

generalised responses students had made to Part A. In this section, 

respondents were asked to contextualise their responses by referring to a 

specific assignment they had written. They reflected on themselves as writers 

and on difficulties encountered where assignment writing was a significant 

requirement for their assessment in the selected subject. 

 

Quantitative Analyses: A Comparison of Contextualised Experiences of Writing 
Assignments from First-year to Second-year to Fourth-year 

 

All first- and second-year students undertook prescribed core studies for 

their year. These were arranged into four subjects, one of which was specified 

as the referent for them in the survey. This was not the case for fourth-year 

students. In fourth year, students undertook specialisation within the degree. 

There were many possible elective studies and no core subjects in the final 

semester. Therefore, while the referred nature of the task was consistent for 

both groups, fourth-year students were asked to nominate a subject where their 

assessment had included a written assignment. Twenty-one subjects are 

represented in their choices.  

 

Students’ Self- Perceptions as Writers 
 

What students saw as “prospective difficulties” in the writing survey 

items were determined from analyses of qualitative interviews with students 

undertaken at the beginning of the study (See Chapter 5). Six dimensions 

emerged. Students reported difficulty in interpreting questions, understanding 

an assignment topic, researching a topic, writing an assignment, writing in an 

academic genre, and using criteria sheets. These were constructed as Items 

13 - 18 of the survey. In the following figure, results are summarised for the 

three cohorts in relation to these items in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Cohort data: Perceptions of difficulty in writing the nominated 
assignment. 

 

First-, Second-, and Fourth-Year Students’ Perceptions of Difficulties in 
Assignment Writing 

 

A significant year-level effect was obtained for responses to all items. 

Differences were indicated for interpreting a question in the nominated subject 

[χ2 = 20.530 (df=6), p < 0.05], understanding the topic [χ2 = 26.079 (df=6), p < 

0.001], researching it [χ2 = 33.357 (df=6), p < 0.001], writing an assignment [χ2 

= 12.993 (df=6), p < 0.05], writing in an academic genre [χ2 = 14.539 (df=6), p < 

0.05], and using criteria sheets [χ2 = 18.790 (df=6), p < 0.005]. The direction of 

difference varied across items. 

 

Fewer students among the first year group reported difficulty 

understanding the assignment topic they had been set, in researching it, and in 

writing the assignment. However, they had greater difficulty in writing in an 

academic genre. First-year students (64%) and fourth -year students (62.5%) 

reported similar difficulty using the criteria sheets where these had been 

provided, whereas more second years (79.1%) were positive about such 
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documents. All groups showed similar levels of difficulty with interpreting the 

question. 

 

Across assignments in the 21 subjects represented as points of 

reference they had selected, fourth-year students had significantly greater 

difficulty understanding and researching topics, writing an assignment, and 

using criteria sheets provided for them. Fewer first-year students reported 

difficulty in these areas. 

 

There was no consistent pattern in data for responses to the six items 

provided by second-year students. Their perceptions differed from those of first 

and fourth-year responses in all areas except one. They reported similar levels 

of difficulty interpreting an assignment question to the other groups. However, 

they (60.9%) were more positive than first-years (52.1%), but less positive than 

fourth-years (70%) in writing in an academic genre. They (79.1%) were more 

positive in using criteria sheets than both first-year (64%) and fourth-year 

students (62.5%). They were less positive than first-years and fourth-years in 

understanding the given topic, in interpreting the question, and in writing the 

assignment. When researching the assignment, they were less positive than 

first-years but more positive than fourth-years. 

 

A group comparison of first-year and second-year students resulted in a 

significant year-level effect for responses to Items 13 to 18. First-year students 

had less difficulty interpreting the question [χ2 = 9.947 (df=3), p < 0.05], 

understanding the topic [χ2 = 21.308 (df=3), p < 0.001], researching the 

question [χ2 = 15.332 (df=3), p < 0.005], and writing the assignment [χ2 = 

11.389 (df=3), p < 0.05] than second-year students. However, they had greater 

difficulty writing in an academic genre [χ2 = 10.444 (df=3), p < 0.05] and using 

criteria sheets [χ2 = 12.943 (df=3), p < 0.005]. 

 

When comparing second-year and fourth-year data, significant year-

level effects were found for responses to Items 13, 14, 15, and 18. Second-

year students reported less difficulty than fourth-year students in interpreting 

the question [χ2 = 20.089 (df=3), p < 0.001] and understanding the topic [χ2 = 

16.273 (df=3), p < 0.001]. They had greater difficulty researching the topic [χ2 = 
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19.493 (df=3), p < 0.001] and using criteria sheets [χ2 = 19.494 (df=3), p < 

0.001]. 

 

Additionally, comparative analyses of responses found significant year-

level effects for first-year and fourth-year students on two items. In researching 

a topic, fewer first-year students had difficulty [78.3%: 53%; χ2 = 17.036 (df=3), 

p < 0.001]. However, fewer fourth-year students had difficulty with writing in an 

academic genre [70%: 52%; χ2 = 8.039 (df=3), p < 0.05]. 

 

Comparison of Cohort and Repeated-Measures Responses to Contextualised 
Experiences of Writing Assignments (First- to Fourth-Year) 
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Figure 6. Repeated-measures data: Perceptions of difficulty writing the 
nominated assignment. 

 

In Figure 6 a pattern is shown in data obtained from first-year and 

fourth-year students, regardless of whether on the cohort study (first two 

columns for each item) or with the repeated-measures group (third and fourth 

columns). What was found in one occurred also for the other with one 
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exception (Item 16). Where fourth-year students (12.8% change) reported a 

less positive view about writing the assignment, perceptions were relatively 

stable (fourth-years: 1% change). 

 

Summary 
 

Knowing what to write and knowing how to write at the subject level 

were different across year-level groups surveyed in this study. Fewer first-year 

students reported difficulty with the declarative aspects of knowing what to 

write. More believed they knew what to write than students did at other year-

levels. They had less difficulty with areas related to the assignment topic than 

second and fourth-years and they reported less difficulty writing the 

assignment.  

 

However, first-year students reported greater difficulty in writing an 

assignment in an appropriate academic genre. They had difficulty with the 

procedural aspects of writing, in knowing how to write it. This report contrasted 

with those from second and fourth-year students. In interpreting this finding, it 

is possible that some element may be associated with a difference in the points 

of reference provided for respondents. Because of the program structure at the 

university, students had a common subject in which to relate questions about 

their first-year experience. This was not so for the fourth-year students. 

 

At the time of data collection, fourth-year students had undertaken 

specialisation and were finishing their final semester of studies. They self-

selected a subject on which to base their responses. Their reported difficulties 

in writing an assignment centred on topic knowledge, knowing what to write 

about. But more of them knew how to write. Fewer reported difficulty with the 

procedural aspects of writing in an academic genre than first- and second-year 

students. 

 

Interpreting an assignment question and writing the assignment 

appeared to be most problematic of the various prospective difficulties for all 

students. While some students across the three year levels reported difficulties 

in interpreting an assignment question, at least 50% of them reported difficulty 
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in actually producing a written assignment. Students’ perceptions of what 

helped them to write assignments are reported below. 

 

Section 2: How University Students Develop Literacy Practices Needed To Write 
Assignments 

 

Results Based on Scores for Student Survey (Part B, Items 19-24; 26-31): A 
Comparison of Contextualised Experiences of Writing Assignments From First-

Year to Second-Year to Fourth-year 
 

Students’ perceptions of what was useful in helping them to understand 

an assignment question are reported here. They were collated from responses 

to Part B of the Student Survey, Items 19-24. Students were asked if 

information given to them in lectures and tutorials, during consultations with 

lecturers, friends, and in text books and criteria sheets helped them to write the 

assignment for an identified subject. 

 

First-, Second-, and Fourth-Year Students’ Perceptions Of What Had Helped 
Them Understand an Assignment Question 

 

Items 19-24 sought to find what students found useful in understanding 

an assignment question. Responses arranged by year-levels are reported 

below. 
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Figure 7. Cohort data: A comparison of usefulness of particular sources in 
understanding the nominated assignment question 

 

Declarative Knowledge and Knowing What To Write 
 

Differences in perceptions were statistically significant across the year 

levels in relation to the usefulness of information given to them in lectures [χ2 = 

21.110 (df=6), p < 0.005], tutorials [χ2 = 26.532 (df=6), p < 0.001], consultations 

with lecturers [χ2 = 27.986 (df=6), p < 0.001], and from friends [χ2 = 12.635 

(df=6), p < 0.05].  

 

First-year students consistently found the listed elements more helpful 

than fourth-year students, with the exception of consultations with lecturers. 

However, second-year students generally reported the various sources of 

information as helpful in greater proportion than first-years, except for 

information gained from lectures and from criteria sheets. 

 

For first- and second-year students there were significant differences in 

the perceived usefulness of information gained in lectures to help them 
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understand an assignment [72.7%:48.2%; χ2 = 16.454 (df=3), p < 0.001]. This 

was apparent also in the perceived usefulness of tutorials [59.6%:79.6%; χ2 = 

19.428 (df=3), p < 0.001] and of consultation with lecturers [45.6%:82.1%; χ2 = 

24.960 (df=3), p < 0.001]. More first-year students found information in lectures 

helpful. However, more second-year students reported tutorials and 

consultations with lecturers as useful. 

 

Comparison of second-year and fourth-year students revealed 

significant differences in perceptions of the usefulness of information given in 

tutorials [79.6%:53.6%; χ2 = 19.625 (df=3), p < 0.001], during consultations with 

lecturers [82.1%:50%; χ2 = 14.173 (df=3), p < 0.005], and on the criteria sheets 

[73.9%:58.3%; χ2 = 9.277 (df=3), p < 0.05]. More second-year students found 

these sources of information helpful in understanding the assignment question. 

 

Comparison of first- and fourth-year students revealed a significant 

year-level effect in perceptions of helpfulness of friends [90.6%:81.6%; χ2 = 

8.005 (df=3), p < 0.05] with first-year students more positive about this source 

of information. 
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Figure 8. Cohort and repeated-measures data: A comparison of usefulness of 
particular sources in understanding the nominated assignment question. 
 

As shown in Figure 8, the pattern of comparison across the six sources 

was generally similar for both sets of data. First-years were more positive in the 

cohorts. They were also more positive in the repeated-measures group. There 

was only one exception with the lower positivity on information gained in 

tutorials for first-years in the cohorts reversed in the repeated-measures data.  

 

Summary in Relation To Understanding an Assignment Question 
 

First-year students reported on a range of sources that assisted them in 

understanding an assignment question. These were lectures, tutorials, and 

consultations with lecturers, textbooks, and discussion with their friends, all of 

which were potentially influential in determining the literacy practices they 

would develop and use to write assignments. Fewer fourth-year students 

perceived these sources as supportive. 

 

Qualitative data from first- and fourth-year interviews reported in the 

following chapter align with these findings. First-year students indicated that 
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they sought information widely as they attempted to understand an assignment 

question. They described how they asked lecturers, tutors, and friends about 

their assignment questions, attempting to clarify their understandings in these 

ways. Fourth-year students were more confident and independent in doing this. 

First-year students were reluctant to consult with lecturers independently. 

When they did, most found the experience confusing. They lacked confidence 

in pursuing their understanding through this source, while fourth-year students 

described greater confidence in consulting with lecturers. They also described 

how they were selective when doing so and often preferred to rely on their 

ability to pursue independently an understanding of an assignment question. 

Fourth-year students described a range of different experiences that reflected 

the range of subjects they were describing.    

 

First-, Second-, and Fourth-Year Students’ Perceptions of What Was Useful in 
Helping Them To Write the Assignment in an Academic Genre 

 

The next set of items (26-31) required students to identify what helped 

them write an assignment in an academic genre. These questions were 

contextualised within a nominated subject. The pattern of responses for year 

level was generally consistent across the six sources of potential information as 

shown in Figure 9. 
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Figure 9. Cohort data: A comparison of usefulness of particular sources 

in understanding nominated assignment question. 

 

Procedural Knowledge and Knowing How To Write 
 

 Between-group comparisons of first-, second-, and fourth-year students 

revealed significant year-level differences when students rated the usefulness 

of information in three of the six sources. They were lectures [χ2 = 12.763 

(df=6), p < 0.05], tutorials [χ2 = 36.993 (df=6), p < 0.001], and consultation with 

their tutor [χ2 = 14.921 (df=6), p < 0.05]. More first-year students considered 

these sources were helpful. More fourth-year students reported that information 

gained during a consultation with their lecturers helped them understand the 

assignment question (See Figure 9). However, fewer found that this helped 

them to write the assignment. As depicted in Figure 9 the only source of 

information that more fourth-year students found useful than first-year students 

did, was information shared with friends but the difference was not significant. 

Second-year students were more positive than first-year and fourth-year 

students on all items with the exception of help gained from information in 

lectures. 
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Comparison of first- and second-year students showed a significant 

year-level effect related to the usefulness of information gained in the lectures 

[57.4%:47.5%; χ2 = 9.093 (df=3), p < 0.05], in the tutorials [61.3%86.8%; χ2 = 

22.257 (df=3), p < 0.001], and during consultation with their lecturers 

[50.6%:70.6%; χ2 = 10.923 (df=3), p < 0.05] in helping them to write 

assignments. More first-years (57.4%) found information gained in lectures 

useful than second-years (47.5%) did. In all other items, responses from 

second-years were more positive. 
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Figure 10. Cohort data: A comparison of usefulness of particular sources in 
understanding nominated assignment question. 

 

Comparisons between second-year and fourth-year students found 

significant year-level differences in perceptions of the helpfulness of tutorials 

[86.8%:41.8% χ2 = 32.214 (df=3), p < 0.001], consultations [70.6%:40.8% χ2 = 

14.654 (df=3), p < 0.005], and criteria sheets [78.7%:61.3%; χ2 = 9.468 (df=3), 

p < 0.05] for writing assignments. More second-year students were positive on 

each item. 
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When first-year and fourth-year students were grouped for comparison, 

there was one significant, year-level effect found. Fifty-seven percent of first-

year students found information in lectures helpful. This was significantly 

greater than the 47.9% of fourth-year students [χ2 = 10.123 (df=3), p < 0.018] 

who responded positively. 
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Figure 11. Cohort and repeated-measures data: Students’ perceptions of the 
usefulness of particular sources in writing the nominated assignment in an 
academic genre. 
 

As shown in Figure 11, the patterns of comparison for first-year and 

fourth-year students match closely for the cohort study and the repeated-

measures data, again with one exception. Across the cohorts, fourth-year 

students were less positive about lectures informing their approach to writing in 

an academic way. In contrast, members of the repeated-measures group were 

more positive. 

 

Summary 
 

Across data reported in Sections 1 and 2, the repeated-measures data 

mirrored that of the cohort data, with the exception of three items. In the first 
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set of six items, patterns were replicated. Perceptions of confidence and ability 

in knowing what to write and how to do it changed in similar ways for students 

at first-year and fourth-year levels.  

 

When students were asked to contextualise their responses by referring 

to a nominated subject, their responses remained stable. First to fourth-year 

perceptions were consistent in all but three items. More students in the first-

year cohort than the fourth-year cohort believed they had difficulty in writing the 

assignment. In the repeated-measures data fewer first-year students reported 

difficulty. This reversal was mirrored in the repeated-measures group’s 

perceptions of help from tutorials and from lectures. 

 

First-year students reported more difficulty in knowing how to write from 

generalised and contextualised perspectives. Fourth-year students generally 

felt they were able to write their assignments in an academic way, using 

appropriate academic genre in any context. They did not believe university 

sources of information helped them to do this. They believed information 

gained from their friends was more helpful in knowing how to write than 

information made available within the subject. More second-year students were 

positive in their responses to statements than either first-year or fourth-year 

students. How these dimensions determine success in writing assignments is 

reported in Section 3. 

 

Section 3: What Constitutes Success in the Writing of Assignments 
 

In this study success in assignment writing was measured by Grade 

Point Average (GPA) scores. A comparison of GPA scores for students across 

cohorts (N 172) who completed the survey and for whom GPA data across the 

four years were available shows a significant difference in performance. First-

year GPAs were low relative to the rest, and fourth-year GPAs were high 

relative to the rest as shown in Table 4.  
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Table 4.  
Mean and SD for GPA in Each of Four Years 

 

 Mean Std. Deviation N 

GPA1 4.6555 .66860 172 

GPA2 4.7573 .69570 172 

GPA3 4.7353 .63235 172 

GPA4 4.8791 .69523 172 

 

According to the overall F value obtained from repeated-measures 

MANOVA, the differences across years are significant (F(1,171)=14.954, 

p<.001).  The locus of the significant difference is shown in Table 5.  

 

Table 5.   
Significant Differences in Students’ GPA Scores Across Four Years of Study. 

Pairwise Comparisons

Measure: MEASURE_1

-.102* .040 .012 -.181 -.023

-.080 .045 .079 -.169 .009

-.224* .052 .000 -.326 -.121

.102* .040 .012 .023 .181

.022 .038 .566 -.054 .098

-.122* .049 .014 -.219 -.025

.080 .045 .079 -.009 .169

-.022 .038 .566 -.098 .054

-.144* .045 .002 -.233 -.055

.224* .052 .000 .121 .326

.122* .049 .014 .025 .219

.144* .045 .002 .055 .233

(J) GPA
1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

(I) GPA
1

2

3

4

Mean
Difference (I-J) Std. Error Sig. a Lower Bound Upper Bound

95% Confidence Interval for
Difference a

Based on estimated marginal means
The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.*. 

Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least Significant Difference (equivalent to no adjustments).a. 
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In addressing the relationship between GPA scores and success, a 

factor analysis was undertaken to determine what factors contributed to 

success. Data collected from 22 of the 24 survey items were subjected to a 

Principal Components Analysis (PCA). The twenty-two items are listed in Table 

6. Two further items, ‘consultation’, and ‘writing consultation’ were not included 

because approximately half of the sample had not responded (138 missing 

responses for ‘consultation’, 151 for ‘writing consultation’). Qualitative data in 

the following chapter suggests missing data on these items may be the result 

of first-year students’ reported reluctance to consult with lecturers. 

 

The pattern matrix shown in Table 6 indicates the extent to which the 22 

items loaded on the eight factors after being optimised by oblique rotation. 

 

Table 6.  
Obliquely Rotated Component Loadings for 22 Survey Items (Loadings =>.10) 

 
Component 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Understanding .801              .121 
Interpreting .790              .209 
Understanding questions .646  .151      .167  -.214    -.199 
Lecturers want... .543  .253  -.114  -.246    -.205  -.110  -.278 
Writing assignment .444  .287  .176  .202  -.235      .192 
Researching .420  .111    .179  -.331  .119    .275 
Writing genre   .895    .136  -.120  .134    .126 
Writing academic   .819      .128  -.102     
Knowing how  .194 .516    -.197    -.233     
Write friends     .891           
Friends  -.108   .869     -.105     
Write tutorials  .121     .862  .169  -.117     
Tutorials  -140 .112    .809        -.277 
Write text books        .126 .845  .142    .255 
Text books         .789      -.139 
Answer confidently    .124       .912     
Write confidently    -.141       .826    -.152 
Write lectures             .942  .127 
Lectures    .113         .817  -.175 
Using criteria sheet to 
write 

 .128          .146  .103 -.763 

Criteria sheets to 
understand 

 -.182    .101      .105   -.755 

Ease of using criteria 
sheets 

 .207  .105           .694 

Eigenvalues 4.949 2.684 1.869 1.608 1.493 1.314 1.049 1.009 
Percentage of total 
variance 

3.595 2.831 1.796 1.800 1.984 2.268 2.079 2.880 

Number of test measures 6 3 2 2 2 2 2 3 
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The Principal Components Analysis (PCA) with an oblique rotation 

(Oblimin) of 22 of the 24 Likert scale questions from the student attitudes 

survey was conducted on data gathered from 316 university students (first-

year, second-year and fourth-year - 215 students included in analysis). An 

examination of the Kaiser-Meyer Olkin measure of sampling adequacy 

indicated that the sample was factorable (KMO=.698). The results of an oblique 

rotation of the solution are shown in Table 6. When loadings less than 0.35 

were excluded, the analysis yielded an eight-factor solution with a simple 

structure1. 

 

The following histograms show that each of the eight topic factors are 

distributed approximately normally. Each has a mean of zero and standard 

deviation of 1, as might be expected. 

                                                 

1With loading >.30 included, researching also loads negatively (-.331) 

on Component 5 (text books). 
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Figure 12. Histograms of eight topic factors. 

 
 

1.75
-2.25

-2.75

knowing what
Fr

eq
ue

nc
y

30

20

10

0

Std. Dev = 1.00  
Mean = 0.00

N = 215.00

tutes

2.00
1.75

1.50
1.25

1.00
.75.50.250.00

-.25
-.50

-.75
-1.00

-1.25
-1.50

-1.75
-2.00

-2.25
-2.50

tutes

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

40

30

20

10

0

Std. Dev = 1.00  
Mean = 0.00

N = 215.00

lectures

-1-2.00
-2.25

lectures

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

50

40

30

20

10

0
2.25

2.00
1.75

1.50
1.25

1.00
.75.50.250.00

-.25
-.50

-.75
-1.00

-1.25
-1.50.75

Std. Dev = 1.00  
Mean = 0.00

N = 215.00

know how

2.50
2.00

1.50
1.00

.500.00
-.50

-1.00
-1.50

-2.00
-2.50

know how

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

40

30

20

10

0

Std. Dev = 1.00  
Mean = 0.00

N = 215.00

texts

2.00
1.50

1.00
.500.00

-.50
-1.00

-1.50
-2.00

-2.50
-3.00

texts

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

40

30

20

10

0

Std. Dev = 1.00  
Mean = 0.00

N = 215.00

criteria

3.00
2.50

2.00
1.50

1.00
.500.00

-.50
-1.00

-1.50
-2.00

criteria

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

40

30

20

10

0

Std. Dev = 1.00  
Mean = 0.00

N = 215.00

confidence

3.00
2.50

2.00
1.50

1.00
.500.00

-.50
-1.00

-1.50
-2.00

-2.50
-3.00

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

50

40

30

20

10

0

Std. Dev = 1.00  
Mean = 0.00

N = 215.00

confidence

friends

1.75
1.50

1.25
1.00

.75.50.250.00
-.25

-.50
-.75

-1.00
-1.25

-1.50
-1.75

-2.00
-2.25

-2.50

friends

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y

50

40

30

20

10

0

Std. Dev = 1.00  
Mean = 0.00

N = 215.00

 
 
119 

 



 

The Eight Topic Factors 
 

Six items loaded on to Factor 1.  All six relate to difficulties students 

reported about knowing what to write. Specifically, this factor loads from what 

students reported about their understanding and interpretations of assignment 

questions, their understandings and their research of assignment topics, what 

they knew of what lecturers wanted them to write, and what they knew about 

the mechanics of writing an assignment. This factor was labelled, “Knowing 

What To Write”. 

 

Three items loaded on to a second factor that relates to students’ 

perceptions about knowing how to write. The items described whether students 

knew about how to write in an academic way and/or in an academic genre, and 

whether and what they knew about how lecturers wanted them to write. This 

factor was labelled, “Knowing How To Write”. 

 

Two items loaded on to Factor 3. They concern the usefulness of 

information shared among friends in helping students understand assignment 

questions and in writing an assignment. This factor was labelled, “Friends as 

Helpers”. 

 

Two items loaded on to Factor 4. They identified students’ perceptions 

of the extent to which tutorials are useful in helping them understand 

assignments and to write them. This factor was labelled, “Tutorials as Helpers”. 

 

Items that loaded on to Factor 5 relate to students' perceptions of 

textbooks in helping them to understand assignments and to write them. This 

factor was labelled, “Textbooks as Helpers”. 

 

Factor 6 was comprised by two items addressing what students 

reported of their confidence in answering questions and in writing assignments. 

This factor was labelled, “Being Positive”. 

 

Items loaded on Factor 7 identified the perceived usefulness of lectures 

in helping students understand assignment questions and to write 

assignments. This factor was labelled, “Lectures as Helpers”. 
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Items loaded on Factor 8 represented difficulties students had 

experienced with criteria sheets. Students reported difficulty in using criteria 

sheets and a negative perception about the usefulness of information on 

criteria sheets in helping them understand assignment questions and to write 

assignments. This factor was labelled, “Criteria Sheets as Helpers”. 

 

What Constitutes Success? 

Regression Factor Scores 
 

Regression factor scores corresponding to the eight factors were saved 

in order to examine their association with Grade Point Average (GPA). In 

addition, Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted to 

determine the significance of associations between the various environmental 

variables and these eight factors.  

 

Association Between Topic Factors and GPA 
 

Identification and Treatment of Outliers 
 

The data set was examined for univariate and multivariate outliers prior 

to conducting inferential analyses. As exclusion did not alter the outcomes 

significantly, these outliers were retained and included in the analyses.2

 

Grouping the Four GPA Scores 
 

There is some conceptual interest in examining correlations between 

the eight topic factors and the outcome scores for each year level, as 

measured by GPA. As a first step in this procedure, a measure of 

intercorrelation was obtained for academic results (GPA) across the four year 

levels (See Table 7 below). 

 
                                                 

2 Explore (SPSS Descriptives), was used to identify univariate outliers and multiple 

regression to identify the multivariate outliers 
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Table 7. 
Bivariate Correlations for GPA in Years 1-4 
 
  
  GPA1 GPA2 GPA3 GPA4 

 
GPA1 Pearson Correlation 

Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

     1 
     . 
197  

.726* 

.000 
191 

 .629* 
.000 
185 

 .497* 
.000 
173 
 

GPA2 Pearson Correlation 
Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

 .726* 
.000 
191 

.1 
   . 
205 

 .765* 
.000 
197 

 .554* 
.000 
184 
 

GPA3 Pearson Correlation 
Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

 .629* 
.000 
185 

 .765* 
.000 
197 

 1 
   . 
199 

.604* 

.000 
186 
 

GPA4 Pearson Correlation 
Sig. (2-tailed) 
N 

 .497* 
.000 
173 

 .554* 
.000 
184 

 .604* 
.000 
186 

   1 
 
188 
 

   * Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

This preliminary examination of correlations (Table 7) indicated 

significant associations among the four GPA scores. My interpretation is that 

the four GPAs are separate measures of a single underlying factor. 

 
 
Table 8.  
Component Matrix Showing Four GPA Scores Loading Strongly (approximately 
0.8) on GPA Factor (=>0/30 regarded as adequate) 
 
 

Coefficientsa 

 
  Unstandardised 

coefficients 
Standardised 
Coefficients 

 

 

Model  B Std.Error Beta t Sig. 
 

1 (Constant) -.038 .087  -.433 .666 
 

 Know How -.303 .095 -.287 -3.187 .002 
 

a. Dependent Variable: GPA

 

A Principal Components Analysis (PCA) with an Oblimin rotation of the 

four GPA scores (Year 1, Year 2, Year 3, Year 4) was conducted on data 

gathered from 316 university students (first-year, second-year and fourth-year) 
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3 and 172 students were included in the analysis. An examination of the Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy suggested that the sample was 

highly factorable (KMO=.798). The results of the principal components analysis 

indicated that these four scores loaded onto a single factor that explained 71% 

of the variability. This factor was saved as a factor score (GPA). 

 

Association Between Topic Factors and GPA 
 

The association between the eight topic factors and GPA was examined 

further by performing a stepwise linear regression on factor scores. Stepwise 

linear regression is a procedure in which order of entry is based solely on 

statistical criteria (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996). Given that there is no particular 

conceptual framework favouring particular topic variables, the procedure was 

regarded as appropriate for the purposes of this analysis. 

 

A stepwise linear regression was performed with the eight topic factor 

scores as independent variables (IVs) and GPA as the dependent variable 

(DV). Only one of the eight IVs, Factor 2 (Knowing how to write), predicted 

GPA significantly (R2=.079, R2
adjusted=.071). R for regression was significantly 

different from zero F(1, 119)=10.159, p<.01. 

Table 9.  
List of Coefficients Indicating That “Knowing How to Write” Is Significantly 
Associated With GPA 

 
ANOVAb

Model  Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean Square F Sig. 
 

1 Regression 9.202 1 9.202 10.159 .002a 

 
 Residual 107.799 119 .906   

 
 

 Total 117.002 120    
a. Predictors: (Constant), knowing how 

b. Dependent Variable: GPA 

The other topic factors are shown as “excluded variables” in Table 10. 

                                                 

3 Not all participants provided answers across all 22 items, resulting in the exclusion of 

45% of the participants. 
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Table 10.  
Excluded Variables Showing Non-Significant Association of the Other Seven 
Factors Scores. 

Excluded Variablesb

-.097a -1.044 .299 -.096 .894

.083a .938 .350 .086 .997

-.050a -.569 .570 -.052 1.000

.044a .503 .616 .046 .999

.134a 1.410 .161 .129 .852

.031a .348 .728 .032 .999

-.022a -.250 .803 -.023 .998

knowing what

friends

tutes

texts

confidence

lectures

criteria

Model
1

Beta In t Sig.
Partial

Correlation Tolerance

Collinearity
Statistics

Predictors in the Model: (Constant), know howa. 

Dependent Variable: gpab. 

 

The outcome of this stepwise regression suggests that “Knowing How 

To Write” predicted students’ performances in their degree course. Student 

GPA seems to be related with the extent to which students have the procedural 

knowledge required for writing assignments. 

 

Association between topic factors and year-level 
 

Descriptive analysis and data shown in related contingency tables 

suggest that responses to survey questionnaire items varied significantly 

across year levels. It seems likely then that grouped responses might also vary 

significantly with year level. 

 

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance for independent groups was 

performed with the eight topic factor scores as dependent variables and year 

level as the independent variable (N=215). The multivariate tests all indicated 

that the variability in these dependent variables as a group was significantly 

associated with year level (p<.001). 

 

Levene’s test reported significant inequalities of error variance for 

Factors 4 (tutorials), 6 (confidence), and 8 (criteria). This was problematic in 

relation to two of four significant, between-group differences. However, 
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MANOVA and other multivariate procedures are generally regarded as being 

robust to violations of these assumptions. For this reason, the univariate 

outcomes are reported below. 

 

Table 11.  
Tests of Year-level Between-Group Effects. 

 
Source Type III 

Sums of Squares 
 
df 

Mean 
Square 

F Sig. 

Knowing what to write 5.702 2 2.851 2.902 .057 
Know how to write 4.358 2 2.179 2.203 .113 
Friends as helpers 1.653 2 .826 .825 .440 
Tutorials as helpers 26.273 2 13.136 14.835 .000 
Textbooks as helpers 6.014 2 3.007 3.065 .049 
Being positive 15.233 2 7.617 8.124 .000 
Lectures as helpers 11.853 2 5.926 6.215 .002 
Criteria sheets as helpers 4.679 2 2.340 2.370 .096 

 

 

Univariate testing of between-group effects indicated that tutorials, 

texts, confidence and lectures are significantly associated with changes in year 

level. 

 

Table 12. 
 Estimated Marginal Means. 

Dependent 
Variable 

Initial survey  
Year level 

Mean Std. Error Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Tutorials as 
helpers 

First Years 
Second Years 
Third Years 

-.318 
.423 
-.143 

.093 

.101 

.181 

-.502 
.223 
-.500 

-.135 
.623 
.214 

Textbooks as 
helpers 

First Years 
Second Years 
Third Years 

.063 

.064 
-.441 

.098 

.107 

.191 

-.130 
-.147 
-.817 

.256 

.274 
-.066 

Being 
positive 

First Years 
Second Years 
Third Years 

.064 

.258 

.580 

.096 

.104 

.186 

-.125 
-.464 
.213 

.253 
-.052 
.948 

Lectures as 
helpers 

First Years 
Second Years 
Third Years 

.242 
-.254 
-.106 

.097 

.105 

.188 

.052 
-.462 
-.477 

.433 
-.047 
.264 

 

Examination of the marginal means indicated that: 

• with respect to the tutorial factor score, fourth-year students  respond  

least positively and second-year students most positively; 

• with respect to the texts factor score, fourth-year students respond  

least positively and first- and second-year students most positively; 
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• with respect to the confidence factor score, second-year students 

respond  least positively and fourth-year students most positively; 

• with respect to the lectures factor score, second-year students  

respond  least positively and first-year students most positively. 

 

Post hoc tests are designed to follow-up and identify the significant 

simple comparisons underlying significant univariate tests. Therefore, these 

tests should be considered in conjunction with the previous univariate tests.  
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Table 13.  
Post Hoc Tests Results: Multiple Comparisons Across Initial Survey Year Level 

 
Dependen
t Variable 

Initial 
survey 

Initial survey 
Year level 

Mean Std. Error 

Year 
level 

Sig Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Tutorials 
as helpers 

First 
Years 
 

First Years   
-13776067 
.20366131 

 
.000 
.692 

 
-1.0808551
-6771017 

 
-4016554 
.3270070 

Second 
Years 

-.7412553* 
-.1750473 

Fourth years 
 Second 

Years 
First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

.7412553* 

.-5662079* 
.13776067 
 
.20758872 

.000 
 
.026 

.4016554 
 
.0544720 

1.080855
1 
 
1.077943
9 

 Fourth 
Years 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

.1750473 
-.5662079* 

.20366131 .692 
.026 

-.3270070 
-1.0779439

.6771017 
-.0544720 .20758872 

Texts as 
helpers 

First 
Years 

First Years 
Second 
Years  
Third Years 

 
-.0009275 
.5042686 

 
.14500369 
.21436918 

 
.000 
.065 

 
-.3583824 
-.0241882 

 
.3565274 
1.032719
3 

 Second 
Years 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

.0009275 
 
.5042686 

.14500369 
 
.21850308 

.000 
 
.071 

-.3565274 
 
-.0334454 

.3583824 
 
1.043837
5 

 Fourth 
Years 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

-.5042686 
-5051960 

.21436918 

.21850308 
.065 
.071 

-1.0327193
-1.0438375

.0241822 

.0334454 

Being 
positive 

First 
Years 
 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

 
.3217654 
-5165879 

 
.14175347 
.20956415 

 
.078 
.050 

 
-.0276773 
-1.3307853

 
.3565274 
1.043837
5 

 Second 
Years 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

-.3217654 
 
-.8383532* 

.14175347 
 
.21360539 

.078 
 
.001 

-.6712080 
 
-1.3649211

.0276773 
 
-3117853 

 Fourth 
Years 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

.5165879 

.8383532* 
.20956415 
.21360539 

.050 -.0000178 
.3117853 

1.033193
5 
1.364921
1 

Lectures 
as helpers 

First 
Years 
 
 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

 
.4965421* 
.3486610 

 
.14295377 
.21133863 

 
.003 
.259 

 
.1441406 
-.1723190 

 
.8489437 
.8696411 

 Second 
Years 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

-4965421* 
 
-1478811 

.14295377 
 
.21541409 

.003 
 
.790 

-.8489437 
 
-.6789077 

-.14414.6 
 
.3831455
6 

 Fourth 
Years 

First Years 
Second 
Years 
Fourth Years 

-.3486610 
 
.1478811 

.21133863 
 
.21154140
9 

.259 
 
.790 

-8696411 
 
-3831456 

.1723190 
 
.6789077 
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These post-hoc tests indicate that: 

• with respect to tutorials, second-year students differ from first- and 

fourth-year students; 

• with respect to texts, the year-level differences are non-significant; 

• with respect to confidence, fourth-year students  differ from first- and 

second-year students; 

• with respect to lectures, first-year students differ from second-year 

students. 

 

These outcomes are consistent with contingency analyses that 

indicated significant changes between first- and fourth-year students. 

Conclusion 
 

Summary of Quantitative Outcomes: Likert Scale Items, Topic Factors, and Year 
Level 

 

The results of quantitative analyses reported in this chapter provide 

global measures of first-, second- and fourth-year students’ perceptions and 

experiences related to assignment writing.  

  

In the first section of this chapter, descriptive analyses of the 22 Likert 

scale items were reported in two parts. Analysis of student responses gave 

insights into experiences students encountered as assignment writers. In the 

cross-sectional comparison, there were consistent and often significant year-

level effects across all items in Part A of the survey. These results were 

repeated when a comparison of cohort and repeated-measures responses 

were analysed. There were significant year-level effects across the cohort that 

generally were consistent in the repeated-measures results. First-year students 

had more difficulty with the procedural aspects of writing assignments than 

fourth-year students. Fourth-year students reported less difficulty than first- and 

second-year students when writing assignments and were more confident as 

assignment writers. 

 

Part B of the survey provided respondents with a subject-specific 

context within which to describe their perceptions and experiences of writing 

assignments. They nominated a subject within which to identify written 
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assignments they had completed, and then identified their perceived levels of 

difficulty when writing it. Analysis of students’ responses on Part B of the 

survey found there was a significant year level effect for all items that related to 

perceived difficulty in writing the assignment. While first-year students reported 

less difficulty in understanding and researching its topic, and writing the 

assignment, they had greater difficulty in writing in an academic genre. Fourth-

year students reported less difficulty with the procedural aspects of writing in an 

academic way and in an academic genre. These results were repeated in an 

analysis of cohort and repeated-measures responses with the exception of one 

item related to difficulty in writing assignments. 

 

In the second section of this chapter, analyses of survey items 19 to 24 

and 26 to 31 were reported identifying what students considered had been 

useful in helping them understand the assignment question and what had been 

useful in helping them write in an academic genre. 

 

There were significant cohort differences as to what helped students 

with the declarative aspects of writing. This occurred also in relation to the 

procedural aspects of assignment writing. Generally, more first-year students 

found a range of sources useful in knowing what to write and knowing how to 

write in an academic genre than fourth-year students did. Cohort and repeated-

measures comparisons reflected these findings with one exception in each 

area.  The fourth-year repeated-measures were more positive in reporting 

tutorials as useful sources of information.  

 

The consistency in comparisons within and across cohort and repeated-

measures data increases confidence about the reliability and the validity of 

these findings. 

 

In the third section of this chapter, results based on grouped responses 

were reported. Factor analysis of 22 Likert-scale items in a questionnaire 

extracted eight topic factors. These factors identified constructs that 

underpinned positive perceptions about declarative and procedural knowledge, 

sources of information that contributed to those knowledge types, and the 

influence of affect on assignment writing. 
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Multivariate analysis (MANOVA) showed a significant association 

between the independent variable, year level, and the eight topic factors.  

Across different year levels students changed in their perceptions about 

themselves as writers and in the levels of difficulty they associated with 

knowing what and how to write.    

 

GPA scores for students across the four year levels were analysed. 

Results show there is a consistency in performance for students and GPA did 

not vary significantly across the years. Students generally maintained their 

performance scores across year levels.  

 

Factor analysis of GPA scores indicated that a single underlying factor 

predicted GPA. This factor was “Knowing How To Write”. Stepwise linear 

regression analysis of the association between the eight topic factors and the 

GPA factor score indicated that students whose perceptions were positive 

about knowing how lecturers wanted them to write, about knowing how to write 

in an academic way, and about how to do so in an academic genre, achieved 

high GPA. These perceptions clustered around procedural knowledge. The 

positive association suggests procedural knowledge is the critical success 

factor in writing assignments. 

 

In the following chapter, qualitative results from analyses of interview 

data elaborate and detail the global measures of students’ perceptions reported 

in this chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5 

Qualitative Results 
 

Overview 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to report qualitative data collected in 

response to an investigation of three questions:  

 

How do university students describe their experiences as assignment 
writers? 
How do university students develop literacy practices needed to write 
assignments? 
What constitutes success in the writing of assignments?     
 

Qualitative results reported in this chapter expand and describe the 

global measures of student perceptions that have been presented through the 

quantitative data reported in the previous chapter. These qualitative analyses 

permitted description of data gathered from individual students’ deeper 

discussions of their own experiences as assignment writers at different times 

during their studies.  Interviews with a sample of 41 first-year students in 1995 

were repeated with the 21 who remained as students through to fourth-year 

status. Analyses provided a qualitative measure of perceptions that students 

had of themselves as writers, of what they believed assisted them to 

understand and write successful assignments, and how they believed this 

contributed to “success”. 

 

Interview data collected from lecturers in 1995 and 1999 were analysed 

and are reported following the student data in each of the first two sections. 

These lecturers convened and taught in subjects undertaken by students 

during their first and fourth years of study. 

 

QSR NUD*IST (1997) analyses of interview data provided by the 1995 

cohort as first-year students and again as fourth-years, identified two common 

nodes.  These related to how students described their experiences as 

assignment writers and centered around categories of metacognitive 

knowledge and conceptual knowledge. The former related to how students 

perceived and felt about themselves as writers. The latter related to their 
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declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge involving writing 

assignments.  

 

Subcategories, attached to the nodes as children, described attributes 

that students associated with each node. These attributes correlated with items 

on the survey and provide insights into descriptions that students had provided 

of themselves as writers and about the literacy practices they used when 

writing assignments. Interview data from lecturers provided insights into what 

they valued in assignment writing, their expectations of students as writers, and 

what they believed they contribute to students’ understandings of an 

assignment task.  

 

The QSR NUD*IST (1997) Index system in Figure 13 illustrates an 

overview of nodes and children representing categories for interview data 

transcribed in full. The constellation of relationships produced using QSR 

NUD*IST (1997) as an analytic tool has been separated into illustrative models 

which have been sequenced to guide the reader through the exposition that 

follows. 

 

A schematic in which the detailed, complex representations of all data 

have been reduced to categories that overview the exposition of results 

through this chapter is used. The categories have been separated and 

sequenced to guide this report through a series of 14 figures, 10 figures for 

Section 1 which presents results for the first of the research question, and 4 

figures in Section 2 which centres on the second question. The final section is 

a synthesis of findings reported in these sections and draws on the data 

represented in the preceding figures. 

 

Detailed results that qualitatively address the first question of the study 

are reported in Section 1. 

 
 
132 

 



 

 

 

Self as writer
Knowing what to write
Knowing how to write

Affect
Positive experiences
Negative experiences

SelfKNowledge

Processes
Researching

Linking

Strategy Use

Metacognitive

Understanding
assignment questions

Knowing what

Genre
Conventions

Knowing how

Time management
Organsiation

Knowing when

Answering the question
Writng in an academic

way

Attributes of writing

Conceptual What helps

Students Tutors

1995

Self as writer
Can do
Can't do

Affect
Postive

Negative

SelfKNowledge

Processes
Researching

Linking

Strategy Use

Metacognitive

Understanding
assignment questions

Knowing what

Genre
Conventions

Knowing how

Time management
Organisation

Knowing when

Answering the question
Writng in an academic

way

Attributes of writing

Conceptual What helps

Students Tutors

1998

Overview of Nud*ist Nodes
and Children

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Overview of QSR NUD*IST (1997) nodes and core children coded from interview data. 
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Section 1: How University Students Described Their Experiences as Assignment 
Writers 

Qualitative Results Based on First- and Fourth-Year Interview Data. 
 

Task attributes represented in quantitative data of Part A of the survey were 

informed by longitudinal case study interviews. Qualitative results support the 

different perceptions reported by students at first and fourth-year levels in the 

survey data. The points of support are that generally there were year level 

differences across groups. Fourth-year students were more positive in contrast with 

first-year students, many of who described themselves as writers who lacked 

knowledge and confidence about assignment writing. First-year students related 

their confidence to difficulties in knowing what and knowing how to write when 

answering assignment questions. They located the source of appropriate 

knowledge of these things with the lecturer.  

 

Fourth-year students indicated that they had changed as writers and 

described these changes. They revealed that generally they felt confident in 

making decisions for themselves as they went about answering assignment 

questions. More were positive in their view of themselves as writers. They were 

more confident in what they were writing about and in how they wrote about these 

things. While some fourth-year students reported uncertainty in knowing what and 

how lecturers wanted them to write, this uncertainty did not impact greatly on their 

confidence as writers nor did it generally impact on their understanding of 

assignment questions and writing in an academic way.   

 

Qualitative data reported below provide insights into how university 

students described their experiences as writers as reported in the quantitative 

analyses. Therefore the purpose of this chapter is to explain in qualitative ways 

differences across groups in students’ perceptions of their experiences. These 

differences were determined by students’ positive or negative view of these 

experiences. 

The Relationship Between Knowledge and Confidence 
 

In first and fourth-year data, students’ descriptions of themselves as writers 

focussed on difficulties they experienced when writing assignments. First-year 

students associated confidence with difficulties in knowing what to write and 
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knowing how to write. The more positive they were about themselves as writers, 

the more confident they described themselves. Fourth-year students did not 

describe this association. Although they described what they could or could not do 

as writers this did not impact on their confidence. 

 

All students described writing assignments as accessing three categories of 

knowledge; declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge. The first of these 

centred on understanding assignment questions and knowing what lecturers 

wanted them to write.  Procedural knowledge related to what they knew about how 

to write academically and about knowing how lecturers wanted them to write their 

assignments. The third category, conditional knowledge, related to knowing when 

to apply what declarative and procedural knowledge they had.  Students believed 

these categories of knowledge contributed to successful assignment writing.  

 

Affect and Knowing What To Write  
 

First-Year Experiences 
 

First-year students related their confidence as assignment writers to their 

declarative knowledge about knowing what to write. They described their 

declarative knowledge as two things. First, it reflected what they understood an 

assignment question to mean in terms of the content to be addressed. Second, it 

was what they believed the lecturer who set the assignment wanted them to write.  
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Figure 14. Overview of node, Metacognitive Knowledge and core children coded from first-
year students’ interview data. 

  

First-year students described the importance of knowing what to write and 

its associated affect as summarised in the figure below. 

Vocabulary

Topic

Affect
Negative experiences

Affect
Positve experiences

Understanding assignment questions

Helpful
Lecturer A, B,C,D

Not Helpful
Lecturer A,B,C,D

Seeking clarification

Affect
Negative experiences

Affect
Positive experiences

Knowing what lecturers want you to write

Knowing what to write

Self as writer

Metacognitive knowledge

Overview of Nud*ist Coding
1995 Students

  

Figure 15. Overview of node, Metacognitive Knowledge and core children coding 
first-year students’ perceptions of knowing what to write. 
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Generally, first-year students saw that knowing what to write affected views 

of themselves as writers.  For example, many described how their confidence as 

writers was associated with whether they had difficulty in understanding an 

assignment question. The more positive they were about understanding 

assignment questions and knowing what to write, the more confident they felt when 

writing assignments. The following extracts are illustrative: 

 

First when I start writing I’m really hesitant. I don’t know what to write about 
usually. When I’m confident in the topic I can just go into it and feel pretty 
confident and keep writing. Usually, like confidence comes when I have ideas 
and I can just write um. Usually I’m a pretty sketchy writer. I have to go over 
and over and read through my writing um. That’s about it. (SP, 95:4-8) 
 
I get a main idea and if I have an understanding of the topic I’ll just write and 
write. I will then go over it.  I don’t have much of a problem with writing. (PB, 
95:5-7) 
 
 
When surveyed, the majority of first-year students reported confidence in 

answering assignment questions. Interviews suggested that such confidence 

related to the extent to which they believed they understood assignment questions. 

More positive students felt that if they understood the topic, they were more able to 

write it. Furthermore, first-year students typically believed that understanding 

assignment questions meant knowing what lecturers wanted them to write. 

 

Most first-year students (64%) reported in the survey that they had difficulty 

knowing what lecturers wanted them to write. Interview data offered insights into 

this perception. Many students related understanding the assignment question to 

knowing what lecturers wanted them to write and explained how this understanding 

was essential pre-knowledge. For example, the following extract shows how DB 

(95) identified a lecturer’s role in helping her to understand the assignment task: 

 

I just asked her basically how to write a topic because the question was sort 
of, I didn't fully understand like enough to answer it properly.  I knew that if I 
started writing I wouldn't answer the question. (DB, 95:461-463) 
 
Where students reported difficulty in knowing what lecturers wanted them to 

write, they generally also described the negative impact this had on answering 

assignment questions. They associated this difficulty with perceived lack of support 

from the lecturer as they sought clarification of the assignment task. 
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Perceived lack of lecturer support.  Students indicated that some lecturers 

would not respond to their questions about assignments.  Some lecturers 

reportedly would not offer any support at all. For example, the following comments 

from different students described similar experiences with the same lecturer: 

 

She never told us that it wasn't right. She'd say and we would ask her 
questions and she would tell us to do it ourselves and it was very frustrating 
to say the least. (DU, 95:33-35) 
 
She made it very pointed to a couple of other students that went to her that 
she was not there to do it ( ). We're not to come to her to ask for direction. 
(JP, 95:419-421) 
 
I think the impression that with her was that you are an academic student and 
you had better go out and read those articles and that textbook and that's 
what I did. (KM, 95:422-424) 
 
SM (95) described her efforts to gain clarification from the same lecturer: 

 

Um no no. The task was um. I can't remember the exact question but it was 
on cognition and when I approached her about and other people in the class 
would approach the question we were told to use our ( ) skills and work it out 
for ourselves.(SM, 95:184-187) 
 
However, her efforts to follow this advice resulted in further confusion: 

 

S. I went to the library and I looked up definitions of cognition and that sort of 
thing to find out which direction I was going in um then I went to the lecturer 
about it to (0.3) and she sent me on my way. (18-21) 
I. No help? 
S. No help. She told me she wasn’t there to um pat me on the back and tell 
me it would be OK and to go and work it out myself (um). Then I did a CD-
ROM search and got so much information because I wasn’t completely clear 
where I was going with the question. That probably confused me more than 
anything. (SM, 95:21-25) 
 
 

GA (95) was an out-of-phase student who was doing first and second year 

subjects in her first year studies. She described an experience when she had 

asked a lecturer for clarification of the assignment question: 

 

Well I went to him and asked him for help and he sent me away and said, 
“Ask your friends”. And at that stage I thought that was very hard on me 
because at that stage I didn't have any friends much.  I was basically sticking 
to myself first semester.  Um, and also I was in a second year class and so 
the first semester this year was very hard for me because I was in a different 
class for every single thing I had….. (???).Mmm. So it was very hard to form 
friends, to meet people, and sort of get a group of friends. So that wasn't 
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really helpful advice…It wasn't and I said to him oh that's a bit difficult and he 
said, “No. Find someone”, so and from that statement I thought I can't go and 
ask him for help again. (GA, 95:249-254) 
 

KM (95) related her problems in writing to perceived difficulty in gaining 

lecturer support where she, “had extreme, huge problems writing that um. I couldn't 

get any focus on it because I didn't really know where,  (0.4) what he wanted to 

know” (KM, 95:274-277). She reported how she then decided to attempt the 

question based on her own ideas:  

 

There was a lot of confusion. It wasn't- things changed from week to week, 
what was allowed and what wasn't allowed (0.4) so I just went ahead with the 
idea that I had at the start and fortunately it was enough [OK ]. It was what 
was wanted. (KM, 95:358-361) 
 
Furthermore, some students reported difficulty accessing their lecturer 

outside tutorial times or making appointments: For example: 

 

I. So you didn't go and see her to find out? 
S.  I went a few times and she was never there or she was busy when I went 
because you had to see her by appointment. (SM, 95:205-206) 
 
Students identified lecturers who did respond to requests for support. 

However, what they did was not always helpful.  Some students related their 

difficulties to ongoing problems in understanding a lecturer’s explanations. For 

example, DB (95) reported how she felt the lecturer’s explanations would not be 

helpful: 

 

He wanted us to see him if we had any further problems but I didn't (???) for 
that because I didn't understand the way he spoke….I understood the 
question but not I guess not enough to answer the question properly but by 
going to him like I would have been even more confused. I need things that 
explain it simply and then I will understand it … . (DB, 95: 200-206)   
 

Other students reported similar difficulties with the same lecturer: For 

example: 

 

But he was he was funny. He just, I don't know. He was a bit um you wouldn't 
understand him or I don't know he was just a bit too complex for me to 
understand what he was going on about. (LP, 95:201-203) 
 
I find it very difficult to understand what he sort of was trying to, his voice. I 
think. I found hard to listen and hear what he was actually saying. ( ) talk 
about was hard to really understand what he was saying. (LH, 95:217-219) 
 

   139



 

RD (95) described her view that even when lecturers offered clarification it 

was limited and lacked detailed. 

 

When we did ask she did go through it, but I thought she could have been a 
bit more detailed and tell us where to go. I think it is important to know where 
you are going.  There's no point in doing something if you haven't been 
informed how to do it properly. (RD, 95:46-48) 
 

Views of any one lecturer were generally consistent. For example, the 

following descriptions refer to the same person: 

 

She um when she would speak to you she sort of spoke down to you so 
people didn't go because you always come out even more confused and she 
was one (and was that your experience were you more confused after you 
spoken to her) Yeah. (SM, 95:158-162) 
 

KM (95:349-352) referred to her difficulty in pursuing understanding through 

questions: 

 

So the last hour you could have gone to her and um asked her about them 
and I did a couple of times but um (0.4) (you) weren't real sure about 
questioning her too far just in case you over-stepped your bounds.(0.6) I 
couldn't feel that you were that (I) was comfortable in pushing a point if I didn't 
understand. 
 

SP, 95 described a similar experience in seeking help from this lecturer: 

 

S. At the start she'd given a sheets that um had everything written there and 
basically all she'd used to say was just go and read that and that's it 
I.  Right so she would didn't really give you much direction? 
S. No and if you really asked it was she would say basically what was on the 
sheet which didn't give you much help ( ) because it was already there. (SP, 
95:201-205) 
 
Similarly, JP (95) described the difficulty she had in knowing what this 

lecturer wanted:  

 

There was lots of discussions but it was very difficult because I don't mean to 
be critical about the way L taught but she was very ambiguous about a lot of 
things even to the point of being very hypercritical. She’d say one thing one 
lesson and then we'd come back the next week to confirm what she had said 
was right and she had changed her mind and say no. No. You don't have to 
do that you have to do something else. (JP, 95:371-376) 
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Some students (37%) reported on the survey that they had little difficulty in 

knowing what lecturers wanted them to write. They described how knowing what to 

write resulted when lecturers clarified the assignment question. For example, GA 

(95) who had encountered difficulty with one lecturer in gaining support (see page 

138), described a more positive experience with another: 

 

Yes, and she said you can come. She always said to us you can come to me 
with any of these assignments but you can't actually show me the assignment 
but you can ask questions about it and I can tell you whether you know you're 
on the right track,  or whatever.  So um, she was very approachable I think 
which was really good. (GA, 95:333-335) 
 
RD (95) described a helpful lecturer she found as: 

 

Very good. The question was actually in the book but he went through and 
explained what you had to do with each part, and that was helpful.  As he 
read he would write points on the question sheet, because if you read the 
question you understood it better. He talked about and rewrote ideas from the 
talking.  If we had any problems we could ask him. (RD, 95:74-79) 
 

First-year students reported a range of experiences that they felt had 

contributed to their confidence when writing assignments. They were confident as 

writers when they knew what to write. They perceived lecturers as the source of 

this information. When students perceived lecturers as accessible and helpful in 

explaining the assignment task they reported positive experiences as writers. They 

lacked confidence when they did not know what to write and negative experiences 

indicated some lecturers were perceived consistently as uncommunicative and/or 

unhelpful. Such perceptions generally related to the same sub-group of lecturers.  
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Fourth-Year Experiences 
 

Fourth-year students appeared to have little difficulty describing themselves 

as writers. They responded to interview questions readily and with confidence. 

They were able to describe what they could and could not do. However, they did 

not see these capabilities as problematic. While they said that understanding 

assignment questions was important, they did not associate this with their 

confidence as assignment writers.   

Understanding
assignment questions

Knowing what lecturers
want you to write

Knowing what to write

Knowing how to
write academically

Knowing how lecturers
want you to write

Knowing how to write

Time management

Knowing when to write

Self as writer

Course 1,2,3,4
Lecturer A,B,C,D

Positive experiences

Course 1,2,3,4
Lecturer A,B,C,D

Negative experiences

Affect & Knowledge

Self Knowledge

Metacognitive

Students

1998

Overview of Nud*ist Nodes
and Children

 

 

Figure 16. Overview of node, Metacognitive Knowledge and core children coded from 
fourth-year students’ interview data.  

 

Affect and Understanding Assignment Questions 
 

Fourth-year students described knowing what to write in similar ways to 

first-year students.  They did not associate their knowledge of what to write with 

their confidence as writers. Coding for “Knowing What to Write” is shown in Figure 

17 below. 
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Figure 17. Overview of node, Metacognitive Knowledge and core children coding 
fourth-year students’ perceptions of knowing what to write. 

 

In the survey, fourth-year students (77.1%) reported less difficulty in 

understanding assignment questions than first-year students (61%) did. This 

pattern occurred also in the interviews. If respondents described difficulties in 

understanding assignment questions, they gave examples of how they would 

clarify them. In contrast with first-years at interview, fourth-years responded in 

more detail and did not locate the lecturer as the major agency for constructing 

what was meant in an assignment question. Also, they reported a range of sources 

that had contributed to their own understandings.  For example RD (98) referred to 

criteria sheets and to the subject itself as informing: 

 

Um writing assignments you just have to look at the question. Look at the 
criteria sheet. Look at the general gist of the subject and just go for it. Like I 
really concentrate on the question. I can't say that enough. That's what I look 
at. Cause if you don't answer the question you know won't get your marks. 
They want you to answer the question. (RD, 98:591-595) 
 

While fourth-year students generally did not describe understanding 

assignment questions as problematic, when they did they would account for their 

difficulty. For example, LH (98) associated her difficulty in one assignment with the 

design of the question.  She described how the question had been written in two 

parts and that one part had caused confusion: 
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Because the first part was fine. I didn't have a problem with that. Then the 
second question I think was, I don't know if it was the wording or what. We 
just, a lot of people really didn't understand what he was after. And yeah that 
was, that particular part was quite confusing. (LH, 95:188-202) 
 

Nonetheless, fourth-year students still saw that understanding the 

assignment question was a critical factor in successful writing. As JK (95) 

explained: 

 

If you haven’t probably um understood the question well then all your other 
phases are out of whack [mmm]. You know, if one’s wrong you’re um, you 
know your assignment’s stuffed. So if you’re not right to start with which is 
probably really important. I mean you can be a great writer but if you have 
answered the wrong question, well you are not going to get anything for it. So 
that’s probably really important. (JK, 98:383-388) 
 
RD (98) developed this view further, referring to the relation between 

declarative knowledge and using given criteria when answering an assignment 

question. There is a confidence and certainty in her response: 

 

Mmm well there’s no point in handing in a paper that talks wonderfully about 
the ah social aspects of a child in Israel, when the assignment is asking what 
about the multicultural impact on Australian children in schools. Cause you’re 
not going to, you might be answering but it wasn’t a very good example, what 
I’m trying to say is he might be answering a wonderful paper. That you’ve 
gotten half the question but they’re not going to be able to give you marks 
because it’s not going to relate to the criteria. And if you don’t read a question 
properly you’re not really doing the thing right are you?  Do you know what I 
mean? (RD, 98:597-604) 
. 
Fourth-year students’ descriptions of their writing practices centred on what 

they did to understand questions.  They described how they actively sought 

understanding. They would seek clarification from a range of formal and informal 

sources including their lecturers. 

 

As reported in the survey data, fourth-year students (56%) reported less 

difficulty than first-year students (36%) in knowing what lecturers wanted them to 

write. They described ways through which they clarified their understandings with 

lecturers and how generally they perceived them as more supportive and 

approachable than they had done in the first-year experiences.  Some reported 

difficulty writing an assignment if they didn’t know what the lecturer wanted.  NF 

(98) spoke of how talking to a lecturer resulted in different outcomes: 
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“Um sometimes (it helps). Sometimes it doesn't, and then I'm still back where 
I started from and then I try to do as best as I can. But I find it very hard 
writing an assignment when you don't know the expectations of the lecturer. 
(NF, 98:346-350)  
 

However, fourth-year students seldom related writing difficulties to their 

confidence as writers. NF (98) accounted being a better writer by describing how 

her writing had improved:  

 

I think it (writing) has gotten a lot better, and a lot more, I can use like 
references a lot better. I can link them more um yeah. I think that I have 
gotten a lot better…… (It) sounds a lot more professional. Mmmm because I 
can back it up and justify it with these references. And it’s a lot more um it 
links like the whole assignment links more. There's a I don't know different 
themes weaved through out the assignment. So it’s a lot better.  (NF, 98:236-
246) 
 
JR (98) reported how she built on lecturer input with friends to gain a 

clearer understanding of the assignment question: 

 

When he actually gave us the task he actually told us to underline the key 
words in the task and so I did that and when I was talking with Lisa and 
another girl and when we got together about what we thought the question 
was asking and we were talking about how we may be answering that 
question. Yeah and we got a definition too of, you know, clarifying a definition 
of what is criterion reference, what is norm referenced, what is self-
referenced. (JR, 1998:8-14) 
 

 She noted the importance of topic knowledge and terminology in knowing 

what to write and recalled the difficulty she had as a first-year student in seeking 

clarification from lecturers: 

 

Before you write any assignment make sure you know exactly what the topic 
is and make sure you know all the terminology that is related to that subject. 
Don't be afraid to ask and it's hard like even in first year calling lecturers by 
the first name. (JR, 98: 220-223) 
 

JK (98) assumed that if she had problems, it was likely that the whole class 

shared them. She emphasised the importance of seeking clarification:  

 

S. Um answering the question- like sometimes it’s just hard to know what 
they’re asking you. So I mean going and seeking clarification is really 
important. 
1.  Do you do that very often? 
S. Um normally the whole class doesn't understand like I find if it’s me its 
normally other people as well. You are never alone. And normally they are 
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asked in group discussions [ ] yeah. And if not I will go and see and make 
sure I don't have a problem. (JK, 98:343-349) 
 

Fourth-year students generally had few difficulties in gaining knowledge of 

what a lecturer wanted.  They knew their lecturers and they assumed responsibility 

for their own understandings.  GA (98) described how a group of four students in 

one subject tended to assume responsibility for seeking clarification in 

understanding what the lecturer wanted: 

 

Anyway the onus is always on us four to ask if we need to know anything 
about the assignment. We have to ask, so I tend to ask if I'm not clear. I 
guess in one of the lectures I would have, one of us would have asked a 
question because we tend to have to do that with this particular lecturer 
because he’s not very clear. So you know, we get him to reinforce what he 
wants. (GA, 98:137-141) 
 
KM (98) described an experience gaining clarification from a lecturer: “Well 

for that one we had no idea whether he wanted, if he wanted us to do lesson plans 

or anything. So we had to ask” (156).  She then described her unwillingness to 

meet the lecturer’s task requirements:  

 

The thing was with the lesson plans um he said he wanted them done one 
way and we'd gone through the process of doing it another way and he said, 
no I don't want it that way. I want it this way and I thought why teach us to do 
it this way if you want it that way when we were taught that way um. So I 
chucked a ( ) ..um.  I refused. I was sitting there the day of the assignment 
and in the morning I bought it in and I refused to write the lesson plans the 
way he wanted. (KM, 98:356-364) 
 

Another student intervened and KM (98) completed the assignment, 

reluctantly fulfilling the task requirements: 

 

And um somebody said to me um do you want, do you want to fail in this 
subject purely on the grounds of these lesson plans? And I was sitting there 
[is that a fellow student [yes] who said that?] yes um. She knew I was really 
angry about it um but um that it could be simply fixed; it could be not a 
problem if I just wrote these lesson plans, the other way. And so I ( ) swore 
and spat and all sorts of things [ oh yes] and ah eventually I thought, look just 
write the stupid lesson plan the way he wants it. So I sat there and wrote six 
or seven lesson plans um. (KM, 98:362-369) 
 
Fourth-year students were critical, proactive, and reactive to their 

perceptions of a lecturer’s role in helping them understand what to write. They 

expected lecturers to be supportive and clear in their task demands. Generally, 

they were confident in pursuing their own understanding and acknowledged the 
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consequences of accommodating lecturer expectations. IV (98) explained how she 

used key words from the lectures in her assignments to “gain bonus points I 

suppose. Pathetic, but ultimately you have to do what the lecturer wants to get 

good marks”. (IS, 98:390-391) 

 

Affect and Knowing How To Write  
 

Students’ descriptions of applying procedural knowledge to writing 

assignments clustered around two concepts. These were knowing how to write in 

an academic way, and knowing how lecturers wanted them to write. Knowing how 

to write in an academic way was described as knowing how to apply conventions of 

academic writing, how to structure ideas in an organised way, and how to write in a 

specified genre. 

First-Year Experiences 
 

The high degree of difficulty that first-year students had reported in the 

survey was supported in interview data. Students described a range of experiences 

that exemplified their struggle with procedural aspects of writing. They related their 

difficulty in knowing how to write with their level of confidence as writers. These are 

summarised in the figure below. 
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Figure 18. Overview of node, Metacognitive Knowledge and core children coding 
first-year students’ perceptions of knowing how to write. 

 

Affect and Knowing How To Write in an Academic Way 
 

Students who described themselves as confident writers spoke positively 

about what they could do as writers. For example, MH (95) felt she was 

“enthusiastic and when it comes to writing essays I don't credit or begrudge that I 

feel capable and confident”.  She described what she needed to do with the 

procedural aspects of writing clearly: “And after a first draft in, it's really important 

for me to reread it to make sure I have expressed myself in the right way, good 

expression, clarity, clarity of ideas.  It's really important to make yourself clear”. 

(MH, 95:20-23) 

 

However, students generally gave briefer descriptions than MH’s (95) and 

qualified their responses with modalising words such as “I think”, “I don’t know”, 

“hopefully”, “tend to”. The following are illustrative: 

 

Um I think I’m creative [yep] in my writing, um fluent [yep] um I don’t know 
what else. (PS, 95:4-5) 
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Oh I’d say I’m above aver…. Oh I wouldn’t say, oh above satisfactory. I know 
what to write and how to write, hopefully. I think I’m pretty good at it. Hopefully 
my schooling’s been able to teach me all this. (PH, 95:10-12) 
 

I try to widen my vocabulary all the time ( ) [ yeah] um I don’t write well under 
pressure so I’m not a very good writer in essays under exam conditions but I 
tend to think I can put my point across ( ) precisely or expand it if that’s what 
the question asks for. (JP, 95:7-11) 
 

Students who presented a negative view of themselves as writers identified 

what contributed to their perceived lack of success. Characteristically, they 

described a lack of confidence and an inability to apply procedural knowledge 

related to the demands of the writing discourse. This clustered around knowing 

how to write using academic conventions, writing structure, and genre.  For 

example, SM (95) reported that she knew what to write, but not how to write. She 

described herself as “fairly average um I have trouble putting pen to paper. I know 

what I want to write but I just can’t do it um. I can get all my information but I have 

difficulties sort of converting them over to my point of view. (SM. 95:5-8) 

 

Areas of difficulty often were associated with knowing how to apply writing 

conventions such as grammar and spelling, knowing how to structure assignments 

and knowing how to write an assignment in the appropriate genre. The following 

are typical: 

 

Um, probably not very confident.  And um because it’s mainly my spelling that 
lets me down.. So um I, I’m a poor speller. Yeah, probably.  Um a few 
problems with tenses and some grammatical expression but my main 
problem is I write how I speak. I love reading but writing is different. (JK, 
95:12-15) 
 

Yes I have to be careful with my spelling.  If I make a mistake I continue 
making a mistake, that’s me. (MH, 95:137-138) 
 
Um I tend to think I have a pretty wide vocabulary because I read all the time 
so I’m not the best of spellers which tends to conflict with everyone’s other 
ideas of people who read all the time should have a good spelling. (JP, 95:4-
7)  
 
Similarly, students identified difficulties with the procedural aspects of 

organising and structuring ideas. Consistently, an area of concern was a perceived 

inability to effectively structure their writing. This was reported at both the level of 

sentence and level of a whole text. PW (95) described difficulties she had in this 
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area: “ Um, I waffle a lot. I don’t have very good sentence structure. Oh I take a 

long time to get my ideas down.” (PW, 95:7-13) 

 

JI (95) also differentiated her difficulty with declarative and procedural 

aspects of writing in terms of structural difficulties. She described herself as a weak 

writer because of problems in knowing how to write in an academic way. She also 

distinguished between personal and academic writing. 

 

I’m weak, I think. When I write something that is not academically structured, 
not reflective writing, like when you are writing personal writing, I think when it 
is like that I think my ideas are very astute.  But when I go into writing into the 
academic essay I have extreme trouble trying to sequence the information. 
The research is fine. The information is good but in order to make the essay 
make sense and follow a good structure and a line of discussion I feel every 
time I just feel totally lost. I’m never sure on how to select a quote, how to use 
it.  Being able to write in your own words but you can’t because you must be 
able to reference your work. The introduction and conclusion I have problems 
with. How do I sum up every thing that I have written? (JI, 95:4-15) 
 
Some students were unable to attribute their negative perceptions of 

themselves as writers to any one factor. They offered reasons related to broad 

affective issues such as confidence and motivation. 

 

Oh I have good ideas. I have, but when I put them on paper they don’t sound 
as good as they should be. I have trouble structuring my sentences and if I’m 
not interested in it, I get bored and just fill in stuff just to get it done. I’m not 
good with time organising. (LJ, 95:3-6).   
 

I’ve never been really very good. I sort of always feel a bit self-conscious and 
that not ( ) I never did at school write very well, but I don’t know if it was 
because I couldn’t or because I just wasn’t motivated or something (LH, 95:6-
9). 
 

Other students were explicit in identifying problems. They described specific 

areas of difficulty: 

 

My usage of language, language uses aren’t exactly very good. I had a 
couple assignments last term where my wording and my phrases weren’t 
clear and  the text that  writing in the context that I was writing in. So we just 
had, is that grammar? Is it grammar [ yeah] problems? I think it is grammar. 
(RS, 95:8-12).  
 

First-year students described those text types or genres they experienced 

as assignment writers, distinguishing them with terms such as “creative”, 

“assignment”, “academic” ,“reflective”, “personal”, “logs”, and “reports”. They often 
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included evaluative comments about their perceived capabilities when writing in 

particular genres or ‘writing styles’. AC (95:9) described herself as having a “good 

understanding of genres and the ways to go”.  Some students had difficulty with 

some genres and not others. For example: 

 

I often like to be creative and original [yes] um.  That’s in regards to non-
assignment writing [yes]. As in regards to assignment writing, um I find 
assignment writing probably a little harder as in referencing and things like 
that. Um, what else, and I don’t like word limits.  (LG. 95:14-15) 
 
I like writing, but I like writing not from like assignment ( ) but creative writing 
(). I find it hard to write a structure. I never know what to put into the 
introduction and the conclusion.  I find like, it’s easy if teachers give you um 
the guidelines to go by otherwise I just have trouble starting off.   Once I’m 
started I’m OK.  I never know how to start. (SW, 95:7-14) 
 

I get ideas from other people. I am not confident. I like story writing, but I am 
bad at essays with structure and following on with points. (KH, 95:5-7) 
 

I enjoyed that writing (process log) because it was more reflective and I could 
put my own input into it. (JK, 95:183-184)  
 

First-year students recognised that knowing how to write assignments in an 

academic way depended on a range of factors. They attributed weaknesses in the 

use of conventions, in developing a coherent text structure, and writing in an 

appropriate genre as contributing to their difficulties in knowing how to write. Their 

difficulties undermined their confidence as writers. 

Affect and Knowing How Lecturers Want You To Write 
 

As shown from the survey data, first-year students interviewed in the 

repeated-measures study perceived a difficulty in accessing both declarative and 

procedural knowledge from lecturers. They described difficulty in knowing how 

lecturers wanted them to write. Even when lecturers provided information, often it 

did not help as JK (95) observed: 

 

Um, actually I found it really hard with him because um you get given 
assignments. That’s fine. But I also like (???) to give you a bit of feedback 
about what they want and I found him probably the hardest to understand 
what he wanted and um.  I was a bit disappointed with what I got in the term, 
thinking that I have answered the question, because he hadn’t really given us 
that much direction so.  Yeah that was strange, that one.(250-155)….. Um, 
again it wasn’t until everyone asked him and told him that we were basically 
really lost, um we needed some direction, then he, he told us that we could 
um you know choose a topic or you could make it broad or um told us how 
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many references we should have and also in our guidebooks there were past 
pupils’ papers. But, they were on special education and mainstreaming so 
they weren’t really related to what we were doing anyway. (JK, 95:326-321) 
 
Some students reported what they did to find out how lecturers wanted 

them to write: 

 

I asked him how I was supposed to write (  )-  format and.  Oh, he did talk 
about citations and he went through one or two of the examples in the book.  
Oh, and he did go through in the classroom about um how what was wrong 
with some. (NF, 95:421-425) 
 

However, students had difficulty in applying this information. When RD (95) 

was told to link ideas, she did not know how to do so at various levels of structure 

in her assignment:  

 

She just told us to go to the general articles and if you went and saw her, 
which I did she was quite helpful but you sort of didn’t know if that was what 
she meant because you had heard different stories. She kept saying things 
like link ideas but we weren’t actually shown how to intermingle it.  And that is 
what I had trouble with because you had to talk about 8 different points, 
linking the eight different paragraphs. (RD, 95:182-188) 
 

In describing under-confidence, first-year students characteristically related 

a state of not knowing how to write an assignment with various perceived barriers 

to acquiring the knowledge. 

 

Summary 
 

First-year students’ perceptions about themselves as writers related to their 

confidence and difficulty experienced with processes and conditions used to 

produce appropriate declarative knowledge. They described how important it was 

for them to understand assignment questions and not knowing how to do so, or to 

check the accuracy of their comprehension, contributed to their difficulty in knowing 

how to write. They associated writing academically with choosing and using an 

appropriate structure, properly sequencing ideas and knowing how a lecturer 

wanted them to write. Their comments about what they could or could not do were 

generally tentative and qualified. 

Fourth-Year Experiences 
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When interviewed as fourth-year students, many of the respondents 

identified a relationship between declarative knowledge and procedural knowledge. 

Generally they described a need to write about a topic in a certain way as 

summarised in Figure 19. 

 

Text types Creative V Academic

Genre

Text structure

Writing conventions
Spelling

Grammar
Referencing

Affect
Negative experiences

Affect
Positive expereinces

Knowing how to write in an academic way

Helpful
Lecturer W, X,Y,Z

Not Helpful
Lecturer W, X,Y,Z

Seeking clarification

Affect
Negative experiences

Affect
Positive experience

Knowing how lecturers want you to write

Knowing how to write

Self as writer

Metacognitive knowledge

Overview of Nud*ist Coding
1998 Students

 

Figure 19. Overview of node, Metacognitive Knowledge and core children coding 
fourth-year students’ perceptions of knowing how to write. 

 

Affect and Knowing How To Write in an Academic Way. 
 

Fourth-year students identified academic writing with “correctness” and  

“clarity”. They described these things with confidence and gave examples of how 

they applied this knowledge to assignment writing. Generally, their descriptions 

were evaluative and focussed on what they could do, rather than on what they 

could not do or on difficulties they had experienced. When they did report 

difficulties, key elements of their descriptions were about how they had attempted 

to overcome these problems. 

 

For example, CP (98) identified a range of features that he now saw to be 

part of his typical approach when writing an assignment. He emphasised 

answering the question and knowing the content as part of his preparation. He 
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included procedural aspects of writing as an important component. His account 

illustrates the importance he placed on referencing authoritative positions to 

support his ideas, on structuring in order to accent and clarify content, and on 

attending to sentences strategically and with imagination and insight to develop a 

stylistic treatment of that content. He preceded this description with an 

acknowledgment that a lecturer’s expectations may determine the importance of 

the various components and how they fit together: 

 

Um I think like the most important part is answering the question and getting 
that done effectively. Um I guess it depends upon the lecturer’s point of view 
to how much you do that. But um I think it’s important to have people to back 
you up or that’s what we have been told over the four years to do that. 
Justification is always important um. Then would come in the actual 
presentation of it the way you’ve structured it to make sure it’s clearly and well 
( ) out. Otherwise they’re not going to have that understanding of the topic. 
And you are not going to be able to show that properly. And then lastly your 
sentences and that sort of thing so basically make sure that you have got 
your content and the question answered first of all. And um a lot of them go 
into depth of analysis and clarity and imagination when writing and presenting 
and those sort of things we can’t really prepare for to a great extent. Um yeah 
like most importantly the content [yep] that’s what I’ve found through a couple 
of the subjects. (CP, 98:380-392) 
 
Fourth-year students typically included writing conventions, spelling, and 

grammar as contributing to the sense and readability of assignment writing.  For 

example: 

 

Um good grammar, so sentence structure so it all makes sense. You don't 
have to reread a sentence two or three times to understand. [assignment 
writing ] yeah um what else was that I um- so good grammar um I can't even 
think now [ flows] flows. It flows well and it makes sense in that it relates to 
what you are meant to be talking about….. I think more deep down, it comes 
down to grammatical structure. That's what I have found. The content doesn't 
worry me but getting it down on paper the correct way. And so it doesn't 
sound confusing. (GS, 98:362-367) 
 
 Generally, they did not identify these conventional features as problematic 

as LH (98) illustrates: “I've never really had a problem with that and spelling 

[grammar and spelling] yeah. I'm quite confident in that area”. (397-400) 

 

If they did, they reported how they had overcome the difficulty. For 

example, CP (98) reported a continuing difficulty in this area but had learnt about 

the possessive apostrophe in his fourth year of study: 
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In terms of my grammar and stuff I know I need a lot of work still. Like I've 
only just probably this year learnt how to um punctuate properly with plural s's 
and ownership and that sort of thing. Where to put the apostrophes 
[apostrophes] Yeah I bought a book. (CP, 98:258-261) 
 

JK’s (98) understanding of academic writing was drawn directly from criteria 

sheets:  “Yes well if you look on a criteria sheet there's always um a section on 

academic writing and that's for referencing, grammar, and you know presentation 

and so it all counts.”(JK, 98:286-288) 

 

As first-year students, the interviewees emphasised the difficulties they had 

with text structure, but as fourth-year students they reported how they had 

developed strengths in this area. Most perceived their knowledge about text 

structure as an important component of the procedure of writing academically and 

described how this had changed over time. For example RA (98) compared how 

her understanding of writing assignments had developed, “I think now when I write, 

I really understand what like I understand what I'm doing now”. She referred to a 

second-year assignment where she had difficulty: “Before I start like in the early 

days quite often and I know particularly with that one I did for you um [grammar] 

What was it? [functional grammar] Dreadful. Yeah. See that was the problem there. 

I couldn't get a framework to work on”.  She recalled her grade for the assignment, 

“I got 34 out of 40 or something.. Yeah I did well” but the grade did not compensate 

for her difficulty with knowing how to write. She described how having a framework 

for answering a question was important for her when writing assignments: 

  

That’s where I had the problem- was usually with a, with a framework. Where 
now once I get that, I’m OK. That’s probably what takes me so long cause I’ve 
done all the reading but I don’t quite know how I’m going to put it together. 
Yeah and once I do, I write it. (RA, 98:312-317) 
 

GA (98) observed that her writing had improved over the years, but felt that 

she still had difficulty in this area: 

 

Yeah definitely, I've come a long way. And my style was pretty bad in the 
beginning. My writing style and I don't think I had any cohesion what so ever 
and you know it was, was kind of all very disjointed from paragraph to 
paragraph. They kind of didn't really join together. I wasn't continuing on from 
what I was saying and I don't think I was um expressing my thoughts. I still 
think I have trouble with that expressing in a way that's really flowing. 
Because up here, it’s fine. I know what I want to say up here but once I trying 
to put it on paper. I find that really difficult [mm] and I still do have trouble with 
that. (GA, 98:442-449) 
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For some, “text structure” was described in terms of logically sequencing 

ideas in their writing. “I think that it needs to be like sequenced logically and 

related,[mmm] and build on ideas”. (RS, 98:610-612) 

 
Some students described how they had developed strategies to help them 

structure their writing. CP (98) described how using a strategy called “top level 

structure” helped him to know how to write: 

 

The one that I just did, the one I told you about before when I tried using top-
level structure. I felt organised with that and I felt that helped me to write 
much more clearly. I don't really know much about it to tell you the truth but 
just I went back to my notes and stuff to see what we did have on it because 
we had a small section on it and I just um just attempted it that way and I just 
felt it gave me more direction and clarity to what I was doing. (CP, 98:121-
126) 
 
Fourth-year students generally did not report difficulties with the genre of 

writing in an academic way. When they did, they identified what contributed to their 

difficulty. RD (98) identified three factors that influenced her writing in a particular 

genre. First, she was unfamiliar with the language of an elective subject that was 

part an Early Childhood specialisation. Her account suggests a perceived 

relationship between this inadequacy and understanding how to write in an 

appropriate genre: 

 

I had a bit of trouble with Early Childhood. I sort of couldn't get into the genre 
of it. Like it’s all you know nurturing stuff. And I sort of didn't realise that those 
particular pedantic words are very important to that end result. But now I sort 
of got the gist of that, sort of. (RD, 98:221-225) 
 

Second, she did not like the topic. “Like um I knew I didn't want to write the 

assignment when I was doing it…. Yeah it seemed a silly question (265)”. Third, 

she was not comfortable generally with the genre. “Discussions. I'd rather write a 

critical review rather than a discussion…. Well that's what I mean when I haven't 

got the genre (271)”.  

 

RD (98) evaluated her writing performance in one subject in terms of not 

understanding the genre. She described how she transferred writing experiences 

from two other subjects where she saw writing as a formal, analytic genre: 
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I did it; I did it too theoretical, without bringing experiences into it. So it wasn't 
necessarily my fault. I probably had- it hadn't been made to clear to me that it 
was a very chatty assignment. And you had to back the literature up with your 
experiences. Whereas I'd gone and done it like I had done every functional 
grammar assignment. Like the Values assignment where everything's like you 
analyse formally, you know. [mmm] (RD, 98:275-281) 
 

Other students referred to writing experiences across the years, with some 

going back to first-year to illustrate their developing knowledge about how to write 

assignments. PH (98) recalled difficulties he encountered as a first-year student, 

describing lack of knowledge about writing in a particular way: 

 

 I think that's one of my mistakes in first year Subject 1. I just went like- saw 
the question, wrote about it and then when we got the mark back you know it 
was pretty bad. So um then also look at the criteria see what they want from 
it, cause normally in high school you just you know you write an assignment 
and that's it. So yeah the two main things look at the question and the criteria 
and what sort of genre wants to be written in too. Cause I know some of them 
we did an argumentative essay and one which like we didn't get that good 
marks because they said we weren't that argumentative. We just wrote an 
essay. (PH, 98:384-392) 
 

However, fourth-year students’ descriptions of knowing how to write in an 

academic genre generally were positive.  Typically: 

 

I've done PPT and writing that was a good experience, because you had to 
write that very professionally. In that sense it was one of my more, just the 
use of language has increased my vocabulary. How I structure my 
assignments has gotten better over the duration of the time. (LP, 98:63-66) 
 

Affect and Knowing How Lecturers Want You To Write 
 

The interviewed group as fourth-year students reported less difficulty than 

the first-years had in knowing how lecturers wanted them to write. These data 

highlighted changes in what they knew of the procedural aspects of their 

assignment writing. Generally, they appeared familiar with lecturers’ expectations 

and related how they would write accordingly. For example, SP (98) described how 

she organised her assignment using headings that reflected her knowledge about 

a particular lecturer: 

 

Usually I've broken down the question and I'll segment it into headings, um 
particularly with Lecturer I's assignments. He likes that sort of format. And I 
feel I can work within that as well. So I'll have an introduction and then the 
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next heading and I'll scroll down and think ah that should go there. So I'll just 
type something (SP, 98:50-54). 
 

Such insight enabled some to recognise and deal with difficulties 

encountered in understanding particular lecturers’ expectations. For example, the 

following comments refer to one lecturer whom students encountered when 

completing fourth-year subjects: 

 

But um he tends to like say one thing and then a week later you ask him and 
he says something else. And it’s never what's written, you know, in the outline 
of what he wants. ( ) The other day it was ‘No I don't want lesson plans" and 
now it’s, "Oh well, um". I heard him talking to somebody and he basically told 
her he did want lesson plans. (RA, 98: 50-55) 
 

That was the hardest part about this assignment. Well this particular lecturer 
all of his questions for his assignments are the same. They're all very vague 
and they're very open to um each person’s personal interpretation. So I find 
that really hard about this particular lecturer. Um we have him for nearly the 
whole year. (GA, 98:61-65) 
 

Um of all the assignments, um, LW’s assignments are difficult…. (224). I don't 
think his um his assignments are particularly um clear or structured um. There 
isn't a criteria that you need to meet or anything like that um.  His, his 
sentences or his assignments are one or two sentences and you need to go 
and build from everything that he talked about in lectures. (KM, 98:284-288) 
 

When SP (98) described her experience in writing for this lecturer, she 

identified difficulties with procedural aspects of organising large amounts of 

information. The lecturer had given her directions in lectures and she felt she had 

understood the task. However, knowing how to write the assignment remained a 

problem: 

 

 This was this year, first semester, a really tough assignment. Um both of his 
were. I just, I understood the question and he went through it over and over. 
But I just couldn't get it organised in my mind. There was just so much 
information that he seemed to want us to put in it. You know just a small 
amount of words and I knew his purpose like he kept saying that if we 
understand it and we could write it ( ) that was good. Because all of his 
lectures he wanted us to put it altogether and so we knew what he was talking 
about. But I found that really tough going. [mmm] It was really hard um heaps 
of articles and he would talk about them in lectures and get so many out of it. 
And I'd read them. I just think well um the information that was in there was 
heaps of stuff. And um we had to collect some of our own articles as well. 
And so I had heaps of information and trying to put it all into something like 
1500 words was really tough. And I knew when I handed it in I just went I'm 
glad it’s over. ( ) I understood the topic better than anything. Um ( ) really hard 
to write I didn't know where to start and didn't know how to um segment it I 
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suppose, into this is what I'll do first and then this will lead on to the next 
thing. (SP, 98: 199-214) 
 

AC (98) described how her developing understanding of words used in 

assignments had guided her understanding about how lecturers generally wanted 

her to write: 

 

 I think a lot I think at the beginning I can like in first-year, I didn't realise what 
it meant. You’d read it but you didn't realise that's what it was “Write and 
analyse that” Well what's that? Write um develop a framework for this. What’s 
that you mean? Um so I guess of having an understanding of what those 
terms mean and what that genre requires and it’s made a big difference.  (AC, 
98:170-174) 
 

She identified the importance of knowing what a lecturer (teacher) wanted 

and she identified the related difficulty she had experienced in her first-year: 

 

I mean you had to write what the teacher wanted. You figured out what they 
wanted and you write to that. Writing to the audience I guess. But um yeah 
you had to be pretty quick. Or you wouldn't have gotten that far. Quick to pick 
on those ones. I think that was a big problem with the first one. Nobody knew 
what they wanted. Or understood what ( ) writing analyse. What does that 
mean? What do you do? (AC, 98:174-179) 
 

AC (98) knew to differentiate between what to write and how to write. She 

referred to a book she found helpful during her first-year: 

 

Um look at what they're asking. What is it that they want you to do? And then 
find out how to do that. Um if it’s an essay find out how to write an essay. If 
they are asking for an argument, find out how to write an argument. Um find 
out what those terms mean and how you actually write one of those. I got um 
in first year ( ) in first year I got that writing guide. [oh yeah ] So that helped. 
(AC, 98:234-238) 
 

LP (98) believed that lecturers needed to recognise the difficulties first-

years encountered when asking questions: 

 

I think that the lecturer needs to be more aware of this, like the intimidating 
factor that first-years will have. I mean they won't approach you because they 
are intimidated so you've got to adjust it down a bit. So there is the transition 
because there is a transition from high school to here. (LP, 98:243-247) 
 

She described her own confidence in fourth year in asking questions and 

identified lecturers who were helpful in their explanations: 
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Like there is LZ and he is so down to earth. Like we asked him a zillion 
questions with that assessment and never did he say that I have already 
explained this to you. Weren’t you here at the lecture when I explained that? 
And he’s very easy to talk to and gives easy examples for us to understand. 
(LP, 98:250-253) 
 

Many fourth-year students were proactive in checking their understanding 

about an assignment task. SM (98) described how, “Don't just be a vegetable. Ask 

questions. Get in there and for the- I wished I'd have taken a bit more of stand to  

right from the start. This is my education. I'm going to work to make it work for me. 

(SM, 98:683-685) 

 

However, some fourth-year students were cynical about whether knowing 

what lecturers wanted was really possible or helpful. IS (98) believed that while 

students should:  “ Just try and please a lecturer really. You know please the 

marker and um yeah some people like throw in big words from books or what ever, 

to try and try and make their assignment better”. However she concluded:  “But, I 

mean I think some people, some do it and it still comes out average marks 

anyway”.  (IS, 98)   

 
NF (98) described how she paid someone to help her write an assignment 

in a research subject where she: 

 

Had no idea on how to use a computer data base and had no clue how to 
write.  I’ve never written a report in my life like this. And the teach..  the 
lecturer was not at all helpful. Um I’d gone to see him a couple of times and 
he said he wasn’t going to give us help to write the assignment. I ended up 
paying a lecturer to teach me how to use this computer base. …. but it was 
one of the worst assignments I have ever written I think. (NF, 98:272-278) 
 

RA (98) was the only student interviewed who described writing 

assignments academically as relatively unimportant for her as a student. 

 

Well I know what I could do and I know that I could do better, because I don't 
spend the time on the writing. I spend the least time on the writing. But really 
and honestly in my mind, the writing isn't the most important part of this 
course for me. You know. I'm going to be a teacher. Yes.  I'm going to have to 
write. Sure you’re going to have to write reports and you know, I've done that. 
I can do that. You know and I've looked at reports that people have written 
and they’re no masterpieces [mmm] You know I've been in lots of schools 
looked at all the reports and you know I haven't been impressed. RA, 98:596-
603) 
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Affect and Knowing When to Write 

First-Year Experiences 
 

Students described processes in which they engaged as they applied 

declarative and procedural knowledge when they wrote assignments as illustrated 

in Figure 20. 

 

Organising self

Time management

Affect
Negative experiences

Affect
Positive experience

Knowing when to write

Self as writer

Metacognitive knowledge

Overview of Nud*ist Coding
1995 Students

 
Figure 20. Overview of node, Metacognitive Knowledge and core children coding 
first-year students’ perceptions of knowing when to write. 

 

Their accounts of successful assignments were attributed to knowing when 

to plan, draft, review, and proofread their work. These accounts generally identified 

the importance of planning a writing task. In the following example, a student 

identified her need to be strategic with time management. She described the 

importance of conditional knowledge, knowing when to prepare, and when to begin 

to write. She believed this would enable her to operationalise the knowledge that 

would ensure her writing was correct and clear: 

 

I think it’s really important to think about what you are doing before you begin 
like, I realise that time management and organisation are really important but 
I happen to be not very good with organisation and time management for 
myself so in my case what’s really important to me is to think about what I 
really want to say and to think about what’s umm your ideas.  And after a first 
draft’s in, it’s really important for me to reread it to make sure I have 
expressed myself in the right way, good expression, clarity, clarity of ideas.  
It’s really important to make yourself clear.  (MH, 95:16-23). 
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Students saw and described the consequences of poor time management. 

Some felt that they spent too much time on understanding the topic. This depleted 

the time for actually writing the assignment: 

 

Um and then I basically went to the computer and time had run out and I just 
had to write it cause you know with all the reading, thinking, and worrying but 
nothing was getting ready.  So I did end up really- was learning how to type 
basically.  I got permission on the last day not to hand it in you know and I 
had started it well before time. And trying to get an understanding too, cause I 
mean this was like six, seven, or eight, seven weeks down the track and we 
had started a subject and there was just so much you had to know by the end 
of it you know I understand it completely, I am quite confident in the exam but 
at that stage it was all a bit late. (RA, 95:98-106) 
 

Um just to be more, yeah I’ve learnt to answer the question right.  In one of 
these things I didn’t answer the question properly um I should take more time 
with writing it. (DB, 95: 523-525) 
 

Others found poor time-management affected the quality of their writing. 

They found they were unable to engage fully in aspects of the writing process. For 

some, this limited time for proofreading or gaining feedback: 

 

I think my biggest problem that I do leave things to the last minute and that’s 
where I lose the most marks because um spell checkers pick up on two’s and 
that sort of thing um also because I leave it to the last minute you can’t get 
other people to proof read it for you and you are in a rush if you know what I 
mean and you don’t pick it up as readily. (EH, 95:9-14) 
 
He volunteered to look through drafts and, and mark them previously  and all 
of that kind of thing but I didn't take him up on it (174-175)….. Because I was 
too late to start it. It was I don't know we kept on trying to start and just had no 
idea how to start and kept on putting it back. (NL, 95:177-179) 
 
I did it straight on the computer cause it’s quicker cause I’m fairly [yes] ( ) 
good on the computer and then um after that I just did one rough copy. I 
should have done more but I didn’t have time to do any more. (RH, 95:51-53) 
 

Um and that Subject 2, I actually was a bit sick beforehand and it was a bit of 
a rush and like I typed it all, but a bit of a rush. I managed to get a 25 out of 
30 so I was quite happy with that but it wasn’t my idea. I wish it was more well 
planned.  (NF, 95: 32-35) 
 

Fourth-Year Experiences 
 

There appeared to be a relationship between affect and conditional 

knowledge when fourth-year students described how and why they went about the 

   162



 

task of assignment writing. Some explained that knowing how to write assignments 

had influenced their time-management and organisation. They described how their 

confidence as writers and their motivation to write had influenced their approach to 

the assignment task. They adjusted the time and effort they allocated to a writing 

task according to its interest and to its value in terms of marks.  
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Figure 21. Overview of node, Metacognitive Knowledge and core children coding 
first-year students’ perceptions of knowing when to write. 

 

 The following excerpts illustrate how two students changed how they went 

about their writing. They had very different approaches to time management. AC 

(98) no longer spent weeks writing an assignment and perceived this as a positive 

development: 

 
Yeah thinking back on the first time I sat down to write to now where I’ve got 
this assignment due next week and I haven’t even you know started. I have 
the confidence in myself now to say I’m here in my process I’ll get this done 
by the weekend. Whereas if I was in first year I would have started writing 
three months ago and just panicked with the whole thing. um or you know I 
would have had to give myself ( ) I would have been a lot more stressed 
about my writing. And so I think um I have put a lot of effort into getting to this 
point where I am a lot more confident ( ) (AC, 98: 290-297) 
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In contrast, GA (98) viewed the longer time for planning as a positive 

change that reflected a more organised approach to writing. 

 

I do a lot more planning. I used to just think ah yeah it will get done you know 
in the beginning. I will get done. And a week before ( ) I’d better get onto that 
you know, but now like from the very beginning I do up this little you know this 
plan that says what my assignments are and how much they’re worth. And I 
do them into the computer pretty much straight away at the beginning of the 
semester.  (GA,98:574-580) 
 

As fourth-year students, some interviewees described how knowing when 

to plan and write assignments had developed over time. This conditional 

knowledge had affected their writing experiences. They recognised the role that 

affect played in approaches to planning and writing, describing how interest in a 

topic, or value in terms of marks typically influenced their approaches. For 

example, JR (98) found difficulties in managing her time and applying effort when 

the writing was boring or irrelevant: 

 

I know I haven't always done my best that, that's because I've rushed and the 
night before because we've had either things due to give or it's just so boring 
it takes for ever to get into it. Like sometimes I'd researched the topic ages 
beforehand. I get into the library early and sit there trying to figure out the 
question how I am going to set my argument out and I just can't get into, but 
when or when they have more relevance, I work harder. (JR, 98:255-261) 
 

In the following explanations, AC (98) and LJ (98) described how they had 

developed a process for organising their writing: 

 

Um. Well in the first year, I think everybody struggled with that because we 
just didn't know what to do. You didn't have the process in place. You didn't 
have those study skills. Um and I think as we went over time you just 
developed those and things got easier. Um and in that sense I haven't had a 
bad experience other than that Subject 1 assignment where everybody was 
ripping their hair out. (AC, 98:94-98) 
 
 Um I think my plan is a lot more advanced. I, I actually do a skeleton plan of 
what sort of things I want to cover (9-10)….   And whatever the criteria is for 
the assignment. I break it down into what are the important points. What 
things need to be covered? Um and I organise my research ( ) with things I 
want to say. And then I tend to go from a bit more of an advance skeleton 
plan ( ) a bit more information. Instead of just the basic things I want to cover. 
I put a few more points under each of the basic things that I think will need to 
be covered. And then I sort of begin writing it. Um like I tend to follow a lot 
more closely to my skeleton plan. And how I plan to do it. And then I um read 
over it [so you] re write it. (LJ, 98:14-23)   
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RA (98) gave a detailed description of her difficulty with time-management. 

She accepted this as typical of her approach to assignments: 

 

I tend to get all enthusiastic ah rush out and get all these books and research 
papers and actually read them. Like I read everything in sight. And then I'm 
like ah yeah. But then I sort of I don't want to write anything. I think I know all 
of this now. And then it’s this real effort to actually to sit down and do 
something with it. And then I find it really laborious and boring and I can't be 
bothered. But I have to. And I'm not very well organised. I find afterwards that 
I think to myself if I had of planned for that I would have been better. And I'm 
really good at teaching kids how to have plans and follow steps but I don't 
tend to do it myself. Probably cause I never leave myself enough time. You 
know and I can only do one thing at a time and that's no good here. Cause 
you need to be usually doing four or five things at a time. And I just find that 
doesn't work for me. I can do one thing start on it, finish it, and then move on 
to the next thing. That's the only way I can operate. I just I mean this, this 
semester I have actually got one thing started. But it was only because I had 
to do a seminar on it so that got me started. But other than that and I know 
that other people don't they have three or four things happening and they can 
you know do a bit on that, and do a bit on that and I just don't seem to work 
like that at all. Maybe it’s just my style. (RA, 98:11-28) 
 

Generally, fourth-year students described how they had improved in 

knowing when to write assignments and described how they organised their 

semester in ways that were positive. They described what worked best for them 

when organising their writing work for a semester. Students who had not improved 

their organisational strategies appeared resigned to this way of working. They 

recognised their strengths and weaknesses as writers. This did not necessarily 

impact on their confidence as writers. 

Summary 
 

Fourth-year students’ perceptions about themselves as writers were 

generally more positive than those of first-year students. The fourth-year students 

were more confident and reported less difficulty in applying declarative and 

procedural knowledge as assignment writers. In addition, some included 

conditional knowledge as a factor that had positive or negative effects on their 

assignment writing, but which did not affect their views of themselves as writers. 

 

They described the importance of understanding assignment questions and 

described ways they pursued this understanding. First-year students located the 

source of understanding as knowing what the lecturer wanted. While this view was 
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represented also in the fourth-year data, it was not the only source identified as 

significant.  

 

Fourth-year students described academic writing in similar ways to first-

years.  They described the importance of structure, sequencing ideas, and knowing 

what a lecturer wanted them to do in completing a writing task. However, unlike 

first-years, generally they did not describe these features as problematic. Their 

comments typically were positive as they described what they perceived they could 

or could not do. When they did describe problems, they spoke of how they had 

developed solutions or how they had accepted this as a feature of their writing. 

Their perceived difficulties did not affect their confidence as assignment writers.  

 

These results inform and support the quantitative results based on Survey 

(Part A: Items 1-6) data reported in the previous chapter. First-year students were 

less confident and had more difficulty in knowing what and how to write than fourth-

year students did.  

Results Based on First- and Fourth-Year Students’ Contextualised  

Experiences of Writing Assignments 
 

When students located a writing experience in a particular writing context, 

they described the difficulties they encountered in knowing what and how to write. 

Some writing contexts appeared more problematic than others.  

First-Year Experiences 
 

In interview data, several first-year students had compared the effect of 

different writing contexts on their ability to know what to write and to know how 

lecturers wanted them to write. College, school and university were compared in 

terms of the different expectations and demands for writing assignments 

successfully, and questions about transfer of competency from school or college to 

university appeared to have undermined some students’ confidence: 

 

I don’t feel like I know what I’m doing as far as writing an assignment.  I don’t 
know what I’m..  I don’t feel good enough trying for it but I don’t know .Um, 
although I mean at TAFE I did do a lot, but it’s different to Uni. (GA, 95:50-54) 
 
I’ve never written like this before.  It’s totally different like I’ve finished, I’ve 
finished school ( )  three years and I’ve come back here and all of a sudden 
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I’ve got to, I’ve got to um reference my material [yes] um. I’ve got to write a lot 
longer assignments than I ever had to do at school so [that’s ( ) making things 
a bit more difficult] yeah [ok].  (RS, 95:203-207) 
 
It is not like something we did at school. It is a completely new subject. (BC, 
95:144) 
 
Some first-year students appeared to struggle with knowing how to meet 

the contextual demands of assignment writing. They described factors they 

believed needed to be included when writing assignments, but generally they were 

unsure of how to do this. For example, students had difficulty knowing if and when 

to personalise assignment writing as exemplified in the following account: 

  

Well normally I wouldn’t have a problem with personalised writing but it was 
an academic assignment that needed to be written as a personalised account 
so that the two just didn’t seem to gel.  (KM, 95:285-287) 
 

JR (95) described how for one assessment item the lecturer “listed key 

points to be mentioned in our writing and told us that we weren’t to say ‘I’, use the 

personal pronoun” (JR, 95). In another subject, GA (95) found the lecturer had 

different expectations:  

  

And we didn’t really know whether we were supposed to talk about it from a 
personal point of view or not and she said yes.  So that sort of cleared that up 
for me. (GA, 95:328-330) 
 
Generally, students recognised different lecturers had different expectations 

of how assignments should be written. They attempted to meet these expectations 

by seeking clarification from the lecturer or the tutor. 

 

Fourth-Year Experiences 
 

Fourth-year students drew on four years of study to describe how different 

contexts reflected different writing experiences. They described how changing 

writing contexts contributed to difficulties throughout their studies. NF (98) 

described how knowing what a lecturer wanted was problematic “because the 

lecturers change every semester so you don't have that time to understand”. GS 

(98) was resigned to the fact that after four years of writing she was,  “still [a] fairly 

average writer for the amount of time I've been at uni. Um I always think I'm on a 

back peddle so I have improved to be an average writer.  I don't think I'm an 

excellent writer. …but I think the way I think doesn't gel with the academic writing”.      
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Students recalled the high school experiences they had talked about as first 

year students. LP (98:349-350) described how “we were very passive from that 

passive high school experience”.  She compared the different experiences she 

perceived in a high school context and university:  

 

A lot of us didn't have that experience of referencing and that sort of pressure 
put on us in high school. It wasn't so demanding and that sort of stuff, and the 
type of writing was different, too. We've come here and we've had to write a 
whole range of different things like from arguments to case studies, very 
different types of writing, units of work. (LP, 98:181-187) 
 

 She believed the high school context had not prepared her for the different 

expectations that occurred across subjects at university:  “When we first started, 

you know we'd only had high school experiences. I didn't have a break. I came 

straight from high school. I think that was the difference. That and the change in 

just comprehending the whole thing itself”. (LP, 98:167-170) She reflected on her 

developing understanding of the university writing context: “As you progress along 

and you realise that there is different language for each subject”.  (LP, 98:170-171) 

 

SM (98) had a similar view of how she was not prepared for seeking help in 

a university context: 

  

I’m only moderately passive. I've never been passive. ( ) um I think just 
because it was such a new thing, such a different thing[yeah] Like uni is just 
so vastly, vastly different to anything else that you ever.. So you come to it 
and it's like you sit in the auditorium and you think heck I'm not sticking my 
hand up to ask a question right now. (SM, 98:691-695) 
 

Fourth-year students recalled difficulties encountered when moving from 

one writing context to another in similar ways as they had when they were first-

years. They also related the role context played in knowing a lecturer’s 

expectations. They described confusing experiences and difficulties and in some 

instances expressed annoyance at a lecturer’s failure to identify his or her 

expectations.  KM (98) described her reaction when she discovered she had 

written an assignment that had not met a lecturer’s expectations: 

 

I did the posters and I had one or two lessons set up to go with that. Um and I 
thought, I should just check and so I showed him those and he said, "I don't 
want that" and I was so really annoyed that I had put in all that time. (KM, 
98:349-352) 
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When fourth-year students had difficulty writing an assignment it tended to 

be in an elective subject. For example, SM (98) described her performance and 

accounted for why she had difficulty with the content: 

 

And there was two assessment items for that particular subject. The first one I 
did fairly poorly in um. A lot of people did really poorly in it. We just didn't 
know what the lecture wanted. He was a visiting lecturer.  It was a subject 
that really seemed to just lack substance. It was just you know you would go 
in and you would talk about values. You would talk about morals. And I guess 
for all of us, a bad thing was we had our mind made up before we started it. 
You can't teach a kid morals. (SM, 98:47-52) 
 

RS (98) recognised how readers responded differently to her writing of 

assignments. While she believed effective assignments were “writing, 

communicating exactly what you say so the other person can understand” (608-

609), she also described variability across readers:  “But then it depends on who I 

give it to. Because some people can read it and say yeah, you know, great. And 

other people say it’s a bit too complicated” (706-708). 

 

Fourth-year students identified the importance of writing assignments in a 

particular way and related this to knowing what a lecturer wanted in an assignment. 

For example, DS (98) described how writing for an audience influenced the words 

she used in her writing: “Yeah just writing like for the audience sort of thing not 

always using um baby words. Like for a lecturer they know all the terms. They sort 

of don't beat around the bush too much like ramble too much sort of thing.  So I 

guess yeah just choose like writing for the audience and that sort of thing”. (DS, 

98:400-404) 

 

IS (98) described the results of writing an assignment for her lecturer, which 

was marked by another lecturer.  Her lecturer had marked her first assignment in 

an ‘outstanding’ category, but her final essay was marked by someone else. She 

believed this disadvantaged her performance as she had written to expectations 

that were not shared across the teaching team. 

 

But the thing that wasn't really fair about that was that um we all thought that 
it was going to marked by GR. So we did it according to what he wanted and 
in the end it was modified by someone else anyway so I didn't quite get the 
mark that I should have got in the end. I should have got a credit overall but I 
ended up getting a pass anyway. (IS, 98:219-223) 
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Fourth-year students were not passive in their response to perceived 

inconsistencies in marking. IS “  phoned up the um convenor and he gave me 

some vague, vague explanation”  (226). However, she “could tell when I phoned 

him up he wasn't going to change it so I just left it”. (IS, 98:235) 

 

LJ (98) described how she was now a confident writer, but that had not 

been the case when she was a first-year student:  

 

It was so different from high school to university. The whole expectation of 
your written work is so much different. There is no middle ground really. I 
have to go from, from high school to academic writing with no prior training. 
So I think the first year is definitely a field ground. But I mean I'm definitely 
more confident in my writing. And I know I have ability to get across what I 
need in a way that’s academic. Um what I need done. I know that I can get a 
pass if I don't put too much effort in and I know that I can do fairly well if I, if I 
put the effort in. (LJ, 98:321-326) 
 

Summary 
 

Students recognised that assignment writing is influenced by the contexts in 

which assignments are written. First and fourth-year students differentiated the 

writing demands they experienced at university from those of other institutions. 

First-year students described how they attempted to accommodate contextual 

demands in their writing. Fourth-year students recognised the need to address 

these demands and expressed frustration with the inconsistency they experienced 

within and across subjects.  For all students, different writing contexts resulted in 

an ongoing rhetorical conundrum with which they struggled throughout their years 

of study.  

Results Based on Lecturer Interview Data: Perceptions of Lecturers of First-Year 
Students and Lecturers of Fourth-Year Students 

 

Data collected from eight university lecturers who convened first-year or 

fourth-year subjects in a Bachelor of Education degree are reported here.  

Lecturers described what they thought contributed to successful assignment 

writing. They identified their expectations of students as assignment writers. They 

believed students need to demonstrate their knowledge of an assignment topic and 

they needed to express this knowledge in a particular way.  

Lecturers of First-Year Students 
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All lecturers described what they believed students needed to know and to 

do as assignment writers. They indicated how first-year students needed to 

demonstrate topic knowledge when answering an assignment question. They 

identified this as an essential aspect of writing assignments and described 

difficulties that they believed some students had in doing this. The following figure 

depicts Nu*dist Nodes and children categorising data from lecturers of first-year 

students. 
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Text structure
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Figure 22. Overview of node and core children coded from interview data of lecturers 
of first-year students. 

 

Knowing What To Write  
 

Lecturers identified a need for students to know and understand the 

assignment topic. Successful assignment writing needed to demonstrate “the 

student's understanding of concepts and issues” (LB, 95:7),  and,  to “address the 

topic” (LC, 95:45).  LD (95) linked knowing what to write with knowing how to write 

as he believed students, “have to understand clearly whatever the topic is, that it 

has a number of demands. It's multifaceted and (they need to) respond to all of 

them. Now they cannot write effectively unless they have the knowledge base”. 

(LD, 95:48-50) 

 

Lecturers agreed reading and researching about a topic contributed to 

developing declarative knowledge. They had similar expectations about how 
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studen

n and 

evidence. Being able to act on this and resolve conflict of opinion; recognising 

there is

ressed the need for students to write 

assignments in a particular way.  They described how students needed to include 

conven

ation, and 

referencing. For example, LC (95) believed students “attention to those surface 

feature

ts needed to go about reading. Students needed to be “able to read the 

literature and identify the issues and related concepts” (LB, 95:15) and “to read 

widely the level of understanding displayed, reflecting on that reading” (LD, 95:51-

52). LA (95) described research as “becoming familiar with literature in progress. 

Use of library search skills and new work published in journals”. (LA, 95:5-6) 

 

Reading was seen as  “recognising the difference between opinio

 not one best solution” (LB, 95:15-17). Lecturers described reading as an 

interpretative activity related to an ability to make “a good connection between their 

own thoughts and the data they have collected” (LC, 95:6-7).  LA (95) indicated 

that students should engage in “evaluation and selection of research information” 

(66) when reading as they need to “accept that transcription is impossible and to 

begin to assess what is being read in terms of its contribution to their own view of 

what is happening in the field under investigation” (LA, 95:9-10).  Once students 

had developed an understanding of the topic, they then needed to know how to 

write about the topic. Lecturers believed students could do this by “synthesising the 

ideas that are being studied into a coherent organised structure” (LA, 95:9). 

 

Knowing How To Write in an Academic Way 
 

All lecturers of first-year students exp

tions of academic writing and to structure their ideas coherently. 

 

Writing conventions were referred to as spelling, grammar, punctu

s such as spelling, grammar etc” (LC, 95:8) was important and LA (95:36) 

stated that spelling and punctuation "finish the work”. Similarly, LD (95:58) believed 

students needed to attend to the “mechanics, for example, punctuation, 

expression, spelling” if they were to produce assignments of an acceptable 

standard. LB (95:10) felt that successful assignment writing depended on “how 

they identify evidence to support their ideas”. Referencing was viewed as an 

important aspect of assignment writing. Lecturers variously described how students 

needed to provide “a link between their references and their own assertions” (LC, 

95:7-8); “evidence via the Harvard system of referencing” (LD, 95:54) and 
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“justification of argument by referencing and crisp presentation according to 

scholarly convention”(LA, 95:16).  

 

Lecturers emphasised structuring written text as a factor of successful 

writing. Text structure was described as a “ need to express coherent syntactic 

structu

ed that students should recognise the 

influence of audience in assignment writing. LC (95:6) identified this explicitly, 

stating 

Lecturers of Fourth-Year Students 

urth-year subjects considered that fourth-year 

students should demonstrate knowledge of an assignment topic when writing 

assignm

res and use sentences and paragraphs, and linking the sentences and 

paragraphs” (LB, 95:12-13), “synthesising the ideas that are being studied into a 

coherent organised structure” (LA, 95: 13), “organising the information they have 

gathered into a logical flow” (LC, 95:5-6), and organising “ideas into a coherent 

sequence of introduction and conclusion” (LD, 95:56). LA (95:8) expected to write 

in a “coherent organised structure” (LA, 95:8), and LB (95:16) developed this view 

of structure  “as a compare/contrast; and/also; either/or”. For all lecturers, writing 

an assignment so that it flowed appeared to be a significant factor in producing an 

appropriate response to the writing task.  

 
Two of the four lecturers believ

that they needed to have “a sense of the audience that they are writing for” 

and “some sense of style, which links with the audience”. LA (95:13-14) described 

her belief that “individuality, creativity, and originality” in their writing derived from 

ways in which they linked their information. LB (95:11) acknowledged the influence 

of personal voice as students “ locate themselves in the essay, identifying their own 

view of the issue”.  He felt they achieved this if they  “put these understandings into 

their own words - using analogies and examples” (LB, 95:8-9). 

 

 

Lecturers who convened fo

ents. In similar ways to lecturers of first-year students, they described how 

students needed to research and read about the assignment topic in order to do 

this. However, they did not emphasise the role knowing what to write played in 

successful writing. They believed that if students were able to produce a coherently 

structured essay, they did so because they had a clear understanding of the topic. 

Consequently, lecturers described knowing how to write as the most significant 

feature of an effective assignment.  
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Figure 23. Overview of node and core children coded from interview data of lecturers 
of fourth-year students.  

lieved understanding the topic was essential for students 

to produce an effective assignment, they did not believe this was problematic for 

their st

ent in assignment writing with students’ understanding 

and engagement with the subject. For example, LX (99) believed that: 

 the task that 
ou know, the question that I might have set is a pointer to the kind of 
ontent, the ideas that they are meant to engage with. Umm, so can in a 

an 

”. (LX, 

 

Knowing What To Write 
 

While lecturers be

udents. LY (99: 69-70) described how she was “looking for content. I'm 

looking for understanding” when marking assignments. She continued. “A good 

academic essay to me, a certain vocabulary used, is one that umm, where a 

student can demonstrate to me a really good understanding of the content” (50-

51). However, she felt “by fourth year they've come to grips probably with the 

topics overall”. (LY, 99:114) 

 

 Lecturers linked cont

 

  “It’s got to be content sort of worth engaging with. Umm and so
y
c
sense control that, but hmm, they can see, they might be able to see 
connections to ideas and content that I haven't thought of and so they c
bring that in and that would wonderful. If they can pull it off, and show me 
then that'd be a wonderful assignment with full engagement to the task
99:250-256) 
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Lecturers expected students to understand the content beyond a superficial 

level. They did not believe writing a series of facts constituted an effective 

respon

 they conceptualise the question because a lot of 
on and recognise some words in the question and 

ink I know something about that phrase and something about that phrase so 

. 

There's research. There's experimental evidence. To look at the evidence and 

relate t

s believed that their fourth-year students generally didn’t have 

difficulty with the content in assignment writing. It was what they did with this 

knowle

how 

by producing assignments that are 

cohere

se to the task. LX (99) described how some students wrote content as “ I'll 

go and get the facts and plug them into these spots here. That's how they see the 

task. It's really difficult to get them to understand, no that's not what I want” (LX, 

99:197-1999). Similarly, LY (99: 54-55) expected to see links across content where 

“the discussion that shows a great deal of reflection and insight into the topic and is 

then able to relate the theory to practice”.  LW (99) described his expectations of 

students as assignment writers:  

  

I guess what I look for is if
them, they read the questi
th
I'll start writing, Rather than saying so what’s this question actually mean? 
How do I think about that question? Some just use a concept from an article 
and write. Others use that concept as a framework to structure their ideas. 
What am I going to use to establish a framework for writing?  (LW, 99:173-
180) 
 

He described an effective essay as being “ research based. There’s theory

hat to what they know, relate that to what are they trying to do”.  (LW, 

1999:118-122) 

 

Lecturer

dge that differentiated a good assignment from a poor one. As LW (99:183) 

observed, “Yes they've got a handle on the content at this level”. Consequently, 

lecturers tended to emphasise the need for students to know how to write as a 

discriminating feature of effective assignments. 

 

Knowing How To Write in an Academic Way 
 

Lecturers emphasised the need for their fourth-year students to know 

to write about the content in an academic way 

nt and logically developed. For example, LW (99:270-272) believed some 

students were operating under a misconception where, “ they think, there's nobody 

in this place that's going to fail you, unless you get the content wrong. That's what 
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they think”. This lecturer allocated 40% of an assignment grade to content. The 

majority of marks were allocated to how the assignment was written.   

 

All lecturers of fourth-year students described their expectations of how 

assignm

ecturers of fourth-year students saw vocational implications for students 

who did

When I first came here so it’s going back about six years.  She said to me, 

 

 many students don't see our 

assess

Z (1999:292) expected “precision in ideas, precision in words” in students’ 

assignment writing. He identified the difficulty students had with referencing, 

ents should be written. Their descriptions were detailed as they related 

declarative knowledge with procedural knowledge in producing an effective essay. 

In similar ways to lecturers of first-year students they identified writing conventions 

as grammar, spelling, punctuation and correct referencing as features of an 

effective essay.  For example, LW (99: 92-96) allocated marks for correct use of 

conventions with “20% for punctuation, their syntax, presentation, and their use of 

references. I give them 40% for content and their organisation of ideas and I give 

them 30% for answering the question”.  LY (99: 101-103) identified in the subject 

outline “that a high level of literacy is expected and students will be penalised, like 

umm. And I've tended to go that way this year. I don't know what works best. I'm 

interested in sharing viewpoints on that to find out how”. 

 

L

 not know how to write. When LY (99:74-75) stated that essays  “need to be 

well written in terms of style and grammar” she justified this in terms of students’ 

future work as teachers. “If they themselves can't use basic punctuation, how are 

they going to teach it? And if they can't make a short sentence consistent, I mean I 

have serious concerns.  I wish they would get picked up a lot earlier than that so it 

would stream them a bit”. (LY, 99:81-86) Similarly, LX (1999) connected students’ 

ability to write assignments with their ability to teach writing in a classroom. He 

described an experience he had with a student: 

 

 “
she was in my office with her peers. She failed the first task in the second 
term, and she said, look I know I can’t write, but I can teach kids how to write
and I just want to be a teacher…(406-409) So just you know, get me through, 
like pass me basically. I’ve always wanted to teach so just pass me. I swear 
to you I could teach them to write”. (372-375) 
 

X described how “it's saddened me that tooL

ment tasks in a serious kind of way. They don't see umm, learning as a 

serious business”. (LX, 1999:43-45) 

 

L
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describ

ents that are 
nsubstantiated. They don't seem to know frequently when statements 
quire support. And what type of statements requires support. And when you 

y say,  
rule”. 

writing.  He believed “there are superficial aspects of the form which I think some 

people

writing to produce an 

effective essay. They associated knowing how to write content knowledge well with 

a clear

 written assignments 

and students’ understandings of the topic. He explained to students “if you can 

expres

ing how students over-referenced their work. “We've schooled them in that 

they must quote authorities for everything they write and that is taking it too far, too 

far”. In contrast, while LW (99:106-108) believed fourth-year students had “got the 

referencing in text, the mechanics, use of the semi colons etc OK”, he felt they did 

not reference their ideas appropriately. He described how a: 

 

 “bigger problem is statements. They just make statem
u
re
ask them they try to tell you, but they're not very explicit about it. The
‘You can't say that without say somebody saying it’.  I can't give them a 
(LW, 99:107-112) 
 

LX (99) did not comment on writing conventions as a feature of assignment 

 emphasise as being the main characteristics of academic writing, like 

citations, picking out quotations from sources of reference and sources as a means 

of authorising what you are saying, giving it weight”. (LX, 99:250-254) Rather than 

emphasising these features, he believed effective assignment writing resulted 

when students were engaged in the writing as a learning experience. He described 

how he told students that he set assignments that were “not just writing. It’s not a 

report obviously. It’s not where you are to go, grab some information and bring it 

back to me like a cat would to a mouse, umm. I want to see you engaging with your 

ideas. That’s what an essay means to me”. (LX, 99:463-466) 

 

All lecturers described the importance of structuring 

 understanding of the topic. LW (1999:28-29) described how he would 

“place a lot of emphasis on their ability to write a coherent response” when marking 

assignments because “my personal feeling is that if they can write a coherent piece 

of work then it’s coherent in their heads. If it's a mess of ideas all put together then 

they probably don't understand the content”.  (LW, 99:23-25)  

 

LZ (99) saw a similar relationship between coherently

s your thoughts precisely and clearly in written prose that is quite 

functionally productive in terms of your own thinking. If you wrote down stuff which 

appears to me confused I could be forgiven for thinking that you are confused” 
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(247-250). He described “writing as communication so I am fairly conscious of the 

writing process” (246-247). 

 

LY (99) believed for an assignment to be effective, students “need to be 

able to

 

X (1999:204-205) described “ two kinds of writing that I’ve experienced in 

the pas

enerally, lecturers who convened and taught in fourth-year subjects 

identifie

get students who will say to me also, how many citations, or how many 
t it?  

imilarly, LY believed: 

 there were more consistency across staff, the staff marking or feedback, 

 
 

 write well, umm they need to be able to convince me of an argument, so 

there needs to be a progressive argument in there. It needs to be well written”. (72-

75)  

L

t. That sort of factual, or the diary, the diary”. He described how he advised 

students when they would “write me an essay- just don't write a whole lot of 

nonsense because it won't get through, you actually have to organise your 

thoughts in a certain kind of way”. (18-21) He believed “it’s a serious engagement 

of ideas that characterises umm academic writing”. (LX, 1999: 236-237). Lecturers 

of fourth-year students shared a view that a structured assignment reflected a deep 

understanding of the topic. 

 

G

d the difficulty students encountered as they drew on knowledge gained in 

one subject to write an assignment in another subject. Lecturers recognised an 

inconsistency in lecturer expectations that contributed to students’ confusion. For 

example, LX described how in some subjects, students would be told how many 

references were expected and this created problems for him: 

 

I 
references do I need to have and I’ll say, I don’t know. It depends, doesn’
You’ll have whatever you have at the end of the day. (LX,98:226-228) 
 

S

 

If
they’d sort of do a lot better. I suspect that there are some staff who don’t 
care too much about the level of writing and others who do. So the students
are getting a very mixed message probably about what’s important, and umm
if they know they’re going to get marked down if, then they do an extra draft to 
get somebody to proof read for them, others they won’t. And I think perhaps 
the fault lies with us somewhat. (LY, 1999:232-238) 
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LZ (1999) shared this view; 

 think as a total staff we have very different expectations of our students. I 

 

ecturers who taught fourth-year students saw the consequences of 

studen

Summary 

ll lecturers described the importance for students to know what to write 

and to 

 

 I
don't know how we coordinate that. We are fairly careful not to criticise our 
colleagues in front of other students. So and we have some colleagues who 
tolerate stuff that other ones don't.  It's tolerable for us to live with it because 
we don't have to face up to the consequences of it. We're still nice to people 
in the corridor and have morning tea with them, but the students have to put 
up with the consequences of it because they get these inferences like one 
inconsistency is that certain things don't matter and in other instances they do
matter. They matter enormously. And that's the inconsistencies that they don't 
know how to cope with. So they can't pick it in advance and I think we've got 
to do better. (LZ, 1999:343-352) 
 

L

ts’ attempts to make sense of the contextual demands of a task, based on 

their four years of writing experiences. They recognised this as problematic. None 

offered solutions. 

 

A

know how to write when answering assignment questions. They referred to 

the role reading and research played in knowing what to write when writing 

assignments. They identified structuring ideas, referencing to support ideas and 

following writing conventions as aspects of knowing how to write. Some lecturers 

linked knowing how to write with understanding. Lecturers of fourth-year students 

explicitly emphasised writing assignments as a learning experience, where 

students needed to engage with the task in ways that demonstrated learning. While 

lecturers of first-year students described the need for students to meet 

expectations of lecturers, lecturers of fourth-year students recognised how this 

could be subject-specific and become problematic for students if they generalised 

specific requirements across subjects.  
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Section 2: How Do University Students Develop Literacy Practices Needed to Write 
Assignments? 

 

First and Fourth-Year Students’ Perceptions About What Had  

Helped Them as Assignment writers 
 

Interview data reported in this section give insights into the quantitative 

results reported in the previous chapter (See Chapter 4, Section 2: How University 

Students Develop Literacy Practices Needed to Write Assignments, page 106) and 

build on the qualitative analyses reported in Section 1 (See Chapter 5, Affect and 

Knowing What To Write, p. 135, and Affect and Knowing How To Write, page 146). 

They consist of the qualitative ways in which interviewees talked about the 

usefulness of information measured in Survey Items 19-24 and 26-31 (See Chapter 

4, page 107), either as first-year students or as fourth-year students, and are 

presented in relation to graphic depictions from the QSR NUD*IST analysis of 

transcripts. 

 

The QSR NUD*IST analysis of student interview data resulted in the 

following constellation of nodes clustering around students’ perceptions of what 

helped them as assignment writers. When students spoke of how they interpreted 

an assignment question as they attempted to know what to write, they described 

sources of advice that informed knowledge growth to varying degrees. These 

sources are shown in Figure 24 as children of the “Knowing What To Write” node.  
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Figure 24. Overview of node, “What Helps” and core children coded from interview 
data from first and fourth-year students 

 
The constellation also shows a clustering of students’ reports around their 

commentaries on knowing how to write. At this node, students’ references to how 

they researched a topic, or took notes in ways that assisted them with the 

procedure of writing were coded. They also spoke about the genre of academic 

writing, outlining issues such as voice and referencing as critical components of 

style required of them if they were to produce assignments that were consistent 

with perceived lecturers’ expectations. The same sources of advice are shown as 

children of this node. Students reported that their procedural knowledge grew from 

experiences encountered in lectures and tutorials, consultations, discussions with 

friends and family, information available in textbooks, subject outlines, criteria 

sheets, and written feedback on assignments. First-year students did not identify 

“practice” as contributing to their development as assignment writers with two 

references reported in the data.   
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In the survey data, first-year students generally found a range of sources 

more useful in understanding assignment questions than fourth-year students. 

(See Chapter 4, Figure 7, page 108). The single exception was where fourth-year 

students (50%) found consultations more helpful than first-years (45.6%). Similarly, 

first-year students generally found these sources more useful in helping them write 

an assignment in academic genre with the single exception of information gained 

from friends (79.4%: 83.7%).  In the interview data, first-year students described 

how they asked lecturers, tutors, and friends for task explication. Some also used 

available documents as sources for clarification. They described writing practices 

that they believed contributed to writing assignments (See Section 1), but had 

difficulty in applying such practices. 

 

Fourth-year students reflected on how they had developed as writers over 

their years of study, and described what had contributed to this development. They 

identified what they perceived to be their strengths and weaknesses as writers. 

Some were continuing to work to develop their writing practices. Others accepted 

their abilities at current levels and focussed their attention instead on knowledge 

growth in areas they saw directly related to future work as teachers. 

 

First-Year Students: What helped 
 

First-year students described what they could and could not do as 

assignment writers and what they perceived helped them in a writing task.  They 

had two semesters of experience on which to base these perceptions. Task 

explication was a key factor identified by students.  Most identified three things 

related to task explication that they believed contributed to their development as 

assignment writers.  First was ‘official’ task explication that they received during 

lectures, tutorials, and in consultations.  Second was ‘unofficial’ explication gained 

through the support networks they built with friends and family.  Third was ‘official’ 

explanatory information available through documents such as textbooks, criteria 

sheets, and subject outlines. 
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Task Explication 
 

Students described two forms of task explication that they perceived as 

potentially helpful in developing their assignment writing. The first was explanatory 

comment given at various stages during a semester, usually occurring in lecturers, 

tutorials, or during consultations with a lecturer. Explanatory comment involved 

opportunities for students to source information about a lecturer’s expectations of 

them as writers. The second was feedback that took the form of comments 

returned with graded assignments written either directly on the assignment or on 

an accompanying criteria sheet. Students reported these sources of information 

offered varying degrees of help.  

 

Some students identified the lecture as a site where task explications 

offered clarifying information related to an assignment. PB, (95) described how a 

lecturer “gave us a really broad, general knowledge of it [the assignment], so that 

you knew the focus of the assignment, the big picture. In the lectures he would just 

talk about everything” (PB, 95:27-28). SP (95) described how in one subject, 

information in lectures was clarified in tutorials: 

 

He was good actually because I noticed that some of the things we did, like in 
the lectures, it was followed up in tutorials and although he took up a lot of 
time speaking he made sense to me by going through the stuff and if you had 
questions, you could easily save them, and he would just answer it 
comprehensively and thoroughly. What ever he spoke about you know, it just 
made sense. (SP, 95:93-97) 
 

JK (95: 182) explained how her understanding of the use of first person 

when writing was explained during a tutorial. She had always believed that a 

feature of writing in an academic genre was that, “it can't be first person and it has 

to be very, you know precise and straight from text books”. However, she found 

this was not the lecturer’s expectation in one subject, and she “enjoyed that writing 

because it was more reflective and I could put my own input into it”.   

 

Students found that seeking clarification related to an assignment task 

resulted in different outcomes. For example, SM (95) described four different 

experiences when she sought information from lecturers in her four subjects. She 

reported how one lecturer was: “no help.  She told me she wasn't there to um pat 

me on the back and tell me it would be OK and to go and work it myself” (20-21).  
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There were similar problems with a lecturer in a second subject: “I think it was she 

didn't have the answers and she was really impatient um (0.4). It was almost as 

though she couldn't be bothered with these damn first year students” (135-136). 

 

However, her experiences in the other two subjects were different. She 

explained how one lecturer: 

 

Talked about it a lot in just um tutorials and stuff like that. He offered um his 
opinion on things but also said that his opinions sort of weren’t gospel um. He 
offered his resources and gave us lots of resource lists with things we might 
like to go and read about and um we had seven topics all right through the 
semester and he would say that would be a great thing to look at for your 
assignment when we get further down the track. (45-50) 
 

In the fourth subject she described similar accessibility and support from a 

lecturer who: “would outline what he wanted us to do and he was always willing to 

help you with something” (SM, 95:86-87). 

 

 Students generally reported similar experiences for any one lecturer.  For 

example, the following quotes indicate students’ positive views about one lecturer: 

 

He went through endless ideas of what we should focus on in the assignment. 
He talked about the main points in the question that we should include”.  (SS, 
95:26-27) 
 
I really loved the subject.  It was great.  He just wanted to point you in the 
right direction. He said you know, look at, look at the question and you know 
underline sort of keywords and in the workshop underline what you know the 
relevant things you have to clarify. (RA, 95:137-140) 
 

Each of the four subjects had several lecturers on its teaching team. 

Students noted qualitative differences within a subject. For example, SM (95:129) 

described her lecturer as a “disaster”. However, RD (95:120-122) described her 

lecturer in that subject as “good. It was easy to ask her. She would explain what 

you would have to do, and the actual, and what you would have to do in the writing 

of all the parts of the folio.” 

 

Generally, students did not consult with lecturers outside timetabled 

lectures or tutorials. Those who did reported different outcomes. For example, the 

following students had positive experiences when seeking task explication from 

lecturers:  

   184



 

 

Yep.  Normally with all our assignments we've had to ask our lecturers and 
they've always been very helpful in supplying the information back. (JK, 
95:122-123) 
 
Mmm.  I went and saw her one time because I didn't understand something. I 
can't remember what it was, but she was very helpful. (NF, 95:359-360) 
 
In the tutorial and privately he said that we were welcome to come and talk to 
him any time. Bring our you know not rough drafts as such but bring our 
general ideas about what we wanted to talk about  (JP, 95:267-269) 
 
We all went up to see him. We always went and just and he said oh CH, sit 
down and then he would go through everything but he like even if he was just 
repeating himself. He didn't mind.  He would just keep saying it and keep 
saying it and so he knew that you understood it when you walked out the 
door.   (CH, 95:182-185) 
 

However, AH (95) described one instance where he consulted with the 

lecturer about a draft but felt he received minimal explication. He relied on ‘reading’ 

the lecturer’s reaction to gain some feedback  about his assignment: 

 

I took it in a probably a half completed stage back to the lecturer um and he 
he was very non-committal. You know. He didn't give me a great deal of 
direction but by reading his reaction I could see areas that he liked and didn't 
like and therefore areas that he thought were good or not good.  (AH,95:253-
257) 
 

Some students specified what they had learnt about writing assignments. 

When CH (95:476) commenced her studies she: “Just had no idea and I haven’t 

done referencing before”. However, in one subject a lecturer demonstrated how to 

reference: 

 

He wrote on the board numerous times. He showed us how to reference but 
um what happened? I'm just trying to remember now cause that's right, I 
knew how to reference. He showed us how to reference cause that was like 
such a major part of the assignment and he kept going through it and I had all 
my references right, that written down. (CH, 95:445-448) 
 

While she initially felt confident about her referencing following this 

explication, feedback on the graded assignment indicated she had misinterpreted 

the lecturer’s expectations.  She had written a bibliography rather than a reference 

list. She explained:  

 

So these books, here is where I actually got the references.  So like, I would 
have got about five or ten from this book. So I didn't actually write these 

   185



 

separate ones down and look at the back of the book and that's what I got 
wrong - from anyone. I didn't understand that. (CH, 95:466-473) 
 

The experience taught her to be: “Really fanatical about the referencing 

cause everyone is talking about it so I worked out exactly how to write them”. (CH, 

95:476-478) 

 

PB (95:58-61) described how one lecturer had given her information that 

was helpful in knowing how to write an assignment. In a tutorial she was told to: 

 

Have it word processed. He went over the assignment task itself and said, 
“You can pick out one element of teaching and explain why you believe that 
is.” And he gave us options as to what we wanted to do.  And then just told us 
the layout- how he would like it. He said it was important to have references.  
 

Students reported that in some subjects they had been told how many 

references they needed to have. For example, DB (95:344-346) was told she 

needed: “To have quite a few books, like over six.  I think over six books or 

references. Yeah and well we had to support every, every paragraph we had to 

support, we had to have complete evidence”. JR (95: 62) had a lecturer who, “gave 

us a list of references and showed us how to reference”.  

 

Generally students recognised a need to support their opinion with 

references or quotes when writing an assignment.  However, knowing how to do 

this remained problematic for many. As BC (95:155) noted, even when a lecturer 

“showed us how to reference, but people still stuffed it up”. 

 

JR (95) found that formative feedback from progress logs in one subject 

was useful in developing her understanding of what she was doing wrong and how 

to improve her writing:  She learnt that:  “In the progress logs, I needed to be more 

concise and I was told I had to express my opinion, back it with research and that 

was helpful”.  (JR, 95:45-46) 

 

In some subjects, samples of a writing task were available for students to 

refer to as models. In a Subject 4, GA (95) said that during a tutorial: 

 

 We had a model and he gave us examples of what people did in the previous 
years.  He ran through how to write in the different genres- styling like in the 
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reports and the letter to the editor but that was all in our book anyway.  He 
showed us where to look it up in our books. (GA,95:70-74) 
 

   AH (95) also had been given examples of letters to the editor in this 

subject, and described how these were used in the tutorial: 

 
We’ll be working on um ideas that come out of that.  You know we had a few 
brain storming sessions um. You know. What do you think’s required at the 
end of a report bla bla. Things like that. But as I said. It wasn't. There was no 
modelling of  the actual report writing I guess. And there was no real 
modelling, not from the point of view of ah of with feedback from a lecturer. 
(AH, 95:540-546) 
 

DB (95) described how a lecturer in another subject had focussed on how 

to write the assignment: 

 

She said that start by, you know, just writing notes. Had to start early and 
then she told us once you have written your notes you’ve probably already, 
you know, got the (???). You know. Work out how you want to answer the 
question so that can come in your introduction and then your conclusion is 
basically a summary of your introduction. So you’ve got two things that you 
(???) and the rest of the body (???). And we were probably given a few extra 
examples like in our subject outline. (DB, 95: 489-495) 
 

RS (95) consulted with a lecturer outside the tutorial when she encountered 

difficulty in knowing how to write:  

 

 I um because this had, I actually had a bit of trouble writing that one ….and I 
went to S personally and  I sat down with him and I said right now I know 
what I want to write and  I can tell you and I went through and I told him what 
( ) put in my essay.  He said well you got it there you know  now we'll make a 
plan ( ) make a  plan of it.(0.6) He's actually offered to help me with my writing 
as well  like if I want to take anything to him, he will read it for me. 
(RS,95:153-160) 
 

Generally, the experience of one on one assistance was not commonly 

described throughout the interview data. Most spoke about whole-of-class 

explanation from lecturers. Typically this had centered on discussion based on 

examples rather than explication of the composing process as applied to particular 

assignments. 

 

Some lecturers reportedly imposed restrictions on ways they would help, or 

refused to help directly. The following comments were made by two students about 

the same lecturer:  
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Um she basically just left it to what was written in the in the subject outline. 
There was no, apart from that class that where we took in our reference list 
and our half specified topics of we what we wanted to write about that was 
basically it [ OK ]. She made it very pointed to a couple of other students that 
went to her that she was not there to ( ). We're not to come to her to ask for 
direction. (JP, 95:416-420) 
 

She never told us that it wasn't right. She'd say, and we would ask her 
questions and she would tell us to do it ourselves and it was very frustrating 
to say the least. (DU, 95:33-35) 
 

Students reported that the usefulness of information in lectures, tutorials, 

and consultations depended on the academic involved. Their experiences in and 

across subjects varied. Generally, reports of these experiences were consistent. 

 

“Official” documents available to students in subjects also offered task 

explication related to assignment writing. They were criteria sheets, subject 

outlines, and texts. However, first-year students reported different perceptions 

about their helpfulness.  Those who found them helpful described two ways they 

used them. First, they used them as guides to write an assignment. Second, they 

found written feedback on criteria sheets helped identify how effectively they had 

written the assignment. In contrast, there were some students who did not find 

them helpful. These students were either unclear about the role of such 

documents, unaware that they existed or simply did not use them. 

 

The most frequently identified source of information that explicated an 

assignment task was a criteria sheet.  First, criteria sheets available prior to 

submission of an assignment had provided useful guidance on such things as 

format, word length, language, and style. Second, criteria sheets that were 

attached to marked assignments had provided, for some students, a retrospective 

view of strengths and weaknesses in their work. 

 

Characteristically, students who found criteria sheets helpful when writing 

an assignment used  “…criteria sheets like a map of directions” MO (95:89). NL 

(95:87) found “…they basically gave key words to what they were looking for”. 

Students used them as a checklist prior to submitting an assignment to ensure they 

had answered the question: 
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Yes I used them a little bit at the end to check to see if I had done everything. 
(BH, 95:40) 
 

Um well I used it once I had done.  I read it when I read the question and then 
I sort of probably didn't look at it again until I had some sort of a draft and 
then I went back and I sort of thought well have I addressed this, have I 
addressed that and um made changes. Added a few bits and pieces into 
going to more depth on certain thing or to use more resources and that type 
of thing. (NL, 95:66-70) 
 

The criteria had a checklist.  And you had a personal checklist that you could 
use yourself as well as the marker.  And on that checklist you had to cite six 
recent articles, six relevant articles, you had to approach your topic in your 
introductory paragraph.  And so I found that just really helpful.  They were 
doing the work for me telling what questions to answer.  We were told we 
would lose markedly if we didn’t have six or more articles so that was general 
motivation. (MH, 95:196-170)   
 

I think I mainly used them in the rechecking of the assignment after it was 
written. So the first draft level I would go back and read the criteria sheets and 
make sure that I had not only answered the question but fulfilled specific 
criteria that they wanted as well. (JP, 95:290-293) 
 

RD (95) found them useful in helping her write an assignment, “because it 

did say things like ‘back up with secondary sources’. So, you knew you had to use 

your secondary sources. If it didn't say that, I probably would not have used them” 

(RD, 95:154-156). 

 

Students who described criteria sheets as unhelpful generally attributed this 

to a lack of clarity.  For example, SM (95:195) described how she “…used it but it 

wasn’t overly helpful, because it was quite brief. It didn’t really explain a whole lot 

of things”.  Similarly, CP (95:38) “didn’t use them because I don’t think they were 

helpful”. RH (95) found them “a bit vague.  I couldn't understand them and I found 

them a bit hard to follow” (RH, 95:82), or “ a bit confusing… (I) couldn't sort of 

connect to the question”. (LH, 95:270) 

 

MH (95) had thought using criteria sheets would contribute to a clearer 

understanding of how to respond to a writing task. But, she found information given 

in the lecture and tutorials conflicted with the criteria. She believed this had 

affected her performance negatively: 

 

I only got a pass.  I only got a pass for the first assessment.  I used the 
criteria and I thought I was clear about the criteria.  The problem might have 
been the current criteria sheets. In the Folio, was that the criteria contradicted 
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the criteria given to us as more details in the lectures.  That's where I had the 
trouble.  I initially started off with the criteria sheets beside me as I was 
sorting through what goes where and typing it onto the computer and then I 
went to my notebook and found that she had given us additional notes on the 
criteria that really contradicted this. (MH, 95:153-160) 
 

Furthermore, there was a group of students who did not do any of these 

things. There were reasons for this. For example, SS (95:120): “attempted to, but I 

didn’t really find them (criteria sheets) helpful”. Similarly, BH (95:83) said: “I used 

the criteria sheets but they were a bit vague.  I couldn't understand them and I 

found them a bit hard to follow ”. MH (95) described how it was the students’ 

responsibility to know to access these documents: “Yes.  Yes I'm sure they were.  

They were in the subject outlines and it was up to us to access them.  They weren't 

handed out individually.  It was our responsibility to but he was quite clear in that 

and said don't forget about the criteria”. LG (95) did not think criteria sheets were 

there for students to use: 

 

I never had to go by criteria sheets before. I’ve always just thought it was 
there for the teacher and then when I get to uni all of a sudden I find out oh 
that's how you write an assignment (laughter) so like the first assignment I'd 
probably use a criteria sheet for is probably this language one I've just done 
and that's like shocking but that's just how I've always worked. (LG, 95:140-
146) 
 

Some students were uncertain about whether criteria sheets were available 

in some subjects and consequently had not been in a position to decide whether to 

use them. This uncertainty is illustrated in KH’s (95) response to the questions, 

“Were criteria sheets used in the marking of the assignment? Did you use them?”  

She replied: “No, we didn't get them beforehand or I didn't.  It might have been in 

our book though. But I didn't use them” (KH, 95:61-63). Similarly, LP (95) did not 

use criteria: 

 

Um, I didn’t, I didn’t even think we had criteria, like I think it was in our books 
but I didn’t even know about it like beforehand. A lot of the time you get them 
but it’s not really explained to you about criteria for the assignment. They just 
sort of let it go. It’s up to you if you find it or if you don’t.  But they don’t, like a 
lot of lecturers don’t explain the actual, each one individually, what is 
expected in that. (LP, 95:168-174) 
 

Others had access but didn’t use them:  
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I didn’t use them which is a real shame cause I’ve just never, never known to 
go by criteria sheets which probably sounds silly but I just never have. It's 
always been something the teachers had to make of. (LG, 95:158-60) 
 

No, that’s probably one of my big problems cause I don’t usually use the 
criteria. (PW, 95:105) 
  

Some lecturers provided summative feedback to students on criteria sheets 

as part of their marking process.  Students reported different levels of usefulness 

for this information in developing their writing. For example, AC (95:137) felt this 

feedback was useful: ”because she was pointing out grammatical errors, sentence 

structure, things like that”. In another subject she found the lecturer had used 

written feedback to: “tell us what we would need to do to improve, the directions to 

take (mainly in research) in the writing part.  He would comment on how to be more 

responsive, more what to look for. (AC, 95: 77)  

 

SS (95:126) found feedback on a criteria sheet was useful because “it 

made me realise you can't rush an assignment”. When asked if the feedback had 

told her that, she replied: “Yes by the syntax errors and that sort of thing”. The 

distribution of marks on the criteria sheet indicated to her the relative weighting for 

individual elements and had signalled that that these features were important. 

 

RD (95, 210-212) found the feedback for one subject was limited in its 

usefulness. She recalled how the lecturer: “said something about my sentence 

structure but that is about it, paragraph and linking ideas”.  Similarly, GS (95:208-

210) described how comments on a criteria sheet: “showed me my grammatical 

errors, my spelling errors, um the way that I need to research better like better.” 

However, this information didn’t inform her explicitly about what the problem was:  “ 

I didn't know if I'd researched it wrongly or I just wasn't looking in the right areas”. 

 

Furthermore, when students had assignments returned at the end of the 

semester it was difficult for them to clarify feedback. KA (95) reported that 

information on a criteria sheet in one subject was: 

 

Not helpful. But we didn't get it back til after til like the end of semester so it 
didn't really help. Yeah, that's the problem.  It wasn't sort of, it wasn't so that 
halfway through the year we got it back, or the teacher got it back. It was sort 
of right at the end and I didn't understand anything when we got it back so” 
(KA, 95:206-211). 
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At the end of her first semester, MH (95: 171-175) decided she wouldn’t 

collect her assignment in one subject because, “I just wanted to wash my hands of 

that subject.  I knew I'd got a pass.  I disagreed with the entire subject. I could see 

the importance of the subject but I didn't like the way it was carried out and I didn't 

want to have anything more to do with it.  I just didn't like it”.    

 

 Additionally, some first-year students described how subject outlines 

provided information that explicated the assignment task in ways that were useful 

in helping them to write the essay. However, this generally was related to a lecturer 

who had clarified the information. 

 

The subject outline was the biggest help with that assignment um I think she 
did go through it a couple of times ( ). (EH, 95:165-166) 
 

We had a very detailed subject outline and he spent an hour’s tute going 
through the page as an entire class and we had opportunities to raise 
questions or queries about the specific criteria.  Also in the subject outlines 
were two examples of essays that were about the level, average b and we 
talked about why and we really analysed the referencing and the sentence 
construction and we picked the example essays apart as a class and he’d 
explicitly said to receive higher than a B this is the way you would go about 
that paragraph as an A-level.  He was really clear.   (MH, 95:189-196)  
 
First-year students reported a range of practices related to using criteria 

sheets and subject outlines when writing assignments. Those who found them 

helpful used them to understand the topic, to identify the requirements of the 

assignment, and to check that they had met those requirements in the writing of the 

assignment. Those who didn’t use these documents either didn’t think to, didn’t 

know if they were available, or didn’t feel they were helpful in answering the 

assignment question.  

 

Support Networks 
 

Most first-year students believed support from peers, family and friends 

helped them when writing assignments. They found support networks offered 

opportunities for task explication through sharing ways of thinking about an 

assignment topic and discussing ways of writing it. BH (95: 16-18) illustrated this 

having: “found some articles but they were not relevant. I was confused. I tried to 

write, talked to some friends, and went back and highlighted my articles. She had a 

   192



 

lecturer in another subject who: “showed us how to write a draft and have our 

friends check over it and look at it for us”.  (BH, 95:75) 

 

LJ (95) also referred to having “discussed it (the assignment) in that 

friendship group which I was involved in”.  GA (95) was another who turned to 

friends for clarification of an assignment topic: 

 

Um, and said to myself, I have no idea what this means.  So then I think I 
talked to some of my friends about it and they all started to say not to do the 
topic, cause we had a choice. (GA, 95:139-141) 
 

Similarly, JK, “ relied, I did rely a lot on what other people were doing.  I 

would read other people’s assignments and if they were clear, I had, that was sort 

of how I did it. The Trial logs, researching that was one, looking at other theories as 

well…  Also talking to your friends, finding out what they’re doing. (JK, 95:211) 

 

Some students worked together as they attempted to understand 

assignment questions, and gather research information. Reading each other’s 

assignments and comparing feedback and results offered insights into essays that 

sometimes earned higher grades.  AH (95) described how reading a friend’s 

assignment had helped him to understand his result of 33 out 40. 

 

I was disappointed because I didn't get any feedback.  The way I got 
feedback, was that I looked at my friends who got 37 out of 40 um and read 
his essay in a different perspective… and essentially I decided that it that um 
that the major difference between our two essays was quite simply that his 
more truly got the essence of the question right”. (AH, 95:727-731) 
 

He continued, “When I compared mine with my friends and saw why he got 

the better mark, that's when the penny dropped. This subject is about constructing 

learning”. (AH, 95:789-710) 

 

DB (95) had a friend read her assignment and showed her that: “my 

sentences are too long and my paragraphs are too long, and that when I explain 

something like I use too many words. Like I waffled”. (DB, 95:141-143) 

 

Some students also turned to non-students for assistance asking friends 

and relatives- parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts, uncles, husbands, wives, 

partners, and fiancés for help: 
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I talked to my fiancé who is not literary in any way, shape, or form and then I 
talked to my friend who is and used them as sounding boards.  (MH, 95:34-
36) 
 

Then I actually had to um find out from other people like um and other 
lecturers and my parents and my brother if they knew, had any ideas about it. 
(PS, 95:28-30) 
 

Students found these people helpful with editing and checking their 

assignments for meaning or proofreading them for errors. Typically: 

 

My father-in-law proofread it and my husband. They were looking for 
grammatical errors and spelling mistakes, layout.  Their feedback was helpful 
and from that I changed only minor things. (AC, 95:29-31) 
 

I got my mum to read it I think . And um yeah I think it was just my mum. I 
think my brother read it while I was actually working on it on the computer to 
see if even though he didn’t know anything about the subject to see if it made 
sense to him, did it sound like I’m waffling or any thing like that. (PS, 95:66-
69) 
 

I got dad to read it, which was not much help.  He looked for mistakes like 
grammar. And I did a spell check and got my big brother to check it. (GA, 
95:26-27) 
 

Most who had consulted friends had found them helpful; some did not. For 

example, NF (95:169) gave an assignment to a friend who “said it was good., but 

um, I wish they were more critical”. PH (95:82) found that lack of topic knowledge 

limited the usefulness of help he had received from his family. He described how 

he  “gave it to my parents which they couldn't understand because of the topic. So 

they weren't really much use”.  Although his mum “ is just brilliant at English so it is 

really good. But she didn't pick up some of the stuff in this one [right] and well then 

more or less did. They did my bibliography”. (PH, 95:85-89) 

 

MH (95) had a similar experience: 

 

I took it back to my fiancé who merely picks up on spelling and this doesn't 
sound right, this sounds stupid.  So he checks my, because he has no 
knowledge of the topic. He checks my presentation, spelling, grammar and  
the basic things like that.  But I'm the only one who proofreads it for the final 
copy and the content.(MH, 95:46-50) 
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First-year students generally had formed and used support networks to help 

them understand an assignment topic and to edit and proofread their writing. 

 

Summary 
 

Generally, feedback and support networks appeared to help some develop 

as assignment writers. However, feedback was not always helpful and some 

students indicated a negative influence where it increased confusion rather than 

removing it.  Fourth-year students were able to reflect on their experiences across 

the degree. Their insights about developing literacy practices are reported below. 

 

Fourth-Year Students: What helps? 
 

 

Information during
lectures
tutorials

consultations

Helpful
Not helpful

Support networks Helpful
Not helpful

Documents Helpful
Not helpful

Knowing what to write
Interpreting assignment question

Understanding assignment question

Information during
lectures
tutorials

consultations

Helpful
Not helpful

Support networks Helpful
Not helpful

Documents Helpful
Not helpful

Knowing how to write
Researching, notetaking

Writing in an academic genre

Practice

Task explication

What helps

Students

1998

Overview of Nud*ist Nodes
and Children

 

 
Figure 25. Overview of node, What Helps and core children coded from interview 
data from fourth-year students. 
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Fourth-year students were able to describe what they could and couldn’t do 

as assignment writers and what they perceived helped them in a writing task.  They 

identified four major contributions they believed contributed to their development as 

assignment writers. First, there was ‘official’ task explication gained formally during 

lectures, tutorials and in consultations. Second, there was ‘unofficial’ explication 

gained from support networks. Third, additional ‘official’ explanatory information 

was available through documents such as textbooks and criteria sheets. Finally, 

fourth-year students identified practice as a factor in helping them write 

assignments. They had eight semesters of experience on which to base these 

descriptions. 

 

Task Explication 
 

Students’ descriptions of how task explication helped them when writing 

assignments were similar to those given by first-year students. Explication in the 

form of explanations and feedback had been part of their experience and both 

were generally perceived as helpful. However, their accounts indicated that 

students were now more deliberate and confident in their attempts to seek 

explication of a task. When they believed feedback was important in helping them 

understand an assignment task, they would actively seek it. For example, there 

were several descriptions given where interviewees had questioned a lecturer 

repeatedly until they were satisfied with an explanation of an assignment task.  As 

JK, (98) explained: ”Like sometimes it’s just hard to know what they’re asking you. 

So I mean going and seeking clarification is really important” (JK, 98:343). JK (98) 

exemplified how fourth-year students would pursue clarification of a topic if 

information gained in a tutorial was not clear: “ I will go and see and make sure I 

don't have a problem”. (JK, 98:348-349) 

 
Previous experiences in seeking clarifying feedback from lecturers 

influenced students’ willingness and decisions about approaching a lecturer or 

lecturer for support. JR (98) recalled having gone to a lecturer for help as a first-

year and described its formative effect on her view of seeking feedback through 

consultations: “I remember well in first year- LD, I turned things off him but it 

seemed just, I don't know (  ). You couldn't ask any questions and mmm I just 

backed off”. (JR, 98:233-235) When asked if she would question that lecturer as a 

fourth-year she responded: “Yes, probably…But sometimes I still find it hard like I 
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think maybe I should know that. Why don't I know that and I find asking difficult”. 

(242) 

 

Similarly, SM (98) described a first-year experience that recurred during her 

fourth-year studies with the same lecturer:  

 

S. Being first-year and I did with um F in Subject 1 and I have never felt so 
stupid and small in my whole life. And I was then very apprehensive to 
approach anybody after that.  
I. Why did you feel that way? 
S. Um this is going to get personal. I shouldn't say that.  Um because just 
because of the sort of person she is she. I find her. I spoke to her just the 
other day and she still spoke to me like I was some half-witted person who 
didn't know what the hell I was on about. And I'm no genius, but I think I'm a 
relatively switched-on person. (SM, 98:560-568) 
 

She had consulted this lecturer again about an assignment during her final 

semester of studies. It resulted in a negative experience: 

 

S. Um in relation to our Education subject that we're doing this semester she 
was guest lecturer for two or three of them ... And a child I'm doing a case 
study on for the assignment is a behaviour child. And um, I said could I come 
and talk to you. And she said " What do you want to talk about?" I said just 
some of the things you talked about in your lecture. She said, "I'm not writing 
your assignment. Do you have a behaviour student for your assignment?” and 
I said yeah. I don't want you to write it I said. There were a couple of things 
that I wanted to run by you. And she said "have you consulted literature" and I 
said some of it and um she said "well once you've consulted that and you've 
spoken to your school and you've put an effort into it”. She said, " re-think 
whether you need to come and speak to me and if you do then I’ll be glad to 
talk then". 
I.  And so what are you going to do? 
S. I won't go back to her. I thought she may have been more willing to speak 
to me now that I'm a fourth-year person. Because a lot of lecturers do change 
their tune towards you from first-year as you progress. Um but when she said 
that to me the other day I thought you can just stick that up your jumper. You 
know. “Go and look at literature and do this and do that”. Very much a solve 
your problem on your own and then if you really need me then I suppose I'll 
help then but I'm not helping you now. And it wasn't like I walked up to her 
with no question to help. I have a wad of things that I had collected from the 
school that I've been dealing with the child. I had notes I'd made on the child. 
I'd done a lot of the work. (SM, 98:585-607 
 

SM (98) described another experience where consulting with a lecturer 

about a group assignment had been unhelpful: 

 

We consulted with a lecturer over and over again, spent hours upon hours, 
upon hours with him. He agreed with everything when we showed it to him. 
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That's fine. That's fine. What do you mean by this? Explain it a bit better. 
Gave us a lot of um not necessarily positive um feedback but certainly 
supportive feedback. If you know what I mean with the difference. Like he 
agreed, well appeared to agree, with what we were doing and said "Yes that's 
fine".  We handed it in and it was one of the very few assignments where it 
was done two days before it had to be handed in and we all sat back and 
said, "Well if that doesn't please him nothing will". And we got 19 out of 40 for 
it.  (SM, 98:372-381) 
 

She returned to the lecturer for further explanation: “He said that our 

rationale lacked a bit of backing. The programme that we wrote was fantastic. The 

rationale wasn't”. (392) Her response to this outcome was one of disappointment 

and frustration:  

 

And that was really disappointing because we had consulted him. We made a 
lot of changes that he had suggested to us. He supported it and when I asked 
him why he had said “Yes that's fine”, he said " I'm not here to tell you if 
you’re doing something wrong". And I said ‘Well I think you are. And he said " 
all his job was to go along with what I was saying and we were saying things 
that were making sense in relation to what had been written and he said " so I 
wasn't going to change your ideas its not up to me to change your ideas". And 
I thought that was very unfair. (SM, 98:404-411) 
 

Despite these experiences, SM (98) continued to seek clarification through 

consultation when she was uncertain of a lecturer’s expectations. The following 

account was related to a sessional lecturer in a different subject:  “He was an off-

campus lecturer which also made it really difficult to contact him. But I sort of 

thought. I'm going to track him down if this is the last thing I do. Cause that is really 

what I had to do”. (SM, 98:745-747) 

 

SM (98) believed clarifying her understandings of task requirements was an 

important practice when writing assignments. She observed: “all the assignments 

that I have done well in have been assignments where I have approached lecturers 

out of class time. [right] And most of them are pretty willing. A couple aren't”. SM, 

98:77-79) 

 

In one fourth-year subject, students were required to give each other critical 

feedback about an assignment before submitting it to the lecturer. This was done 

during a tutorial where assignments were distributed randomly across the group 

and peer-reviewed. Students in this subject found the formative feedback helpful 

and gained insights into the nature of assessment as LP (98) described positively:  
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You just learnt so much more. Even reading it you learnt how to mark an 
assignment um you know. Then getting feedback back from your own. You 
could sort of see well, by reading someone else's, was I on the right track and 
then with the feedback it clarified were you really talking about what you were 
meant to be talking about. (56-60) 
 

Generally, this approach proved a positive experience for students: 

 

Well I had to read it over quite a few times. And also because I'd read hers as 
well. [OK] That gives you um a lot more insight into how other people see 
things and maybe how you could structure things a bit differently. Or say 
things in a different way. Or maybe something that you've even missed. (LG, 
98:559-562) 
 
Yeah um yeah she sort of gave me points to where I would need changes. Ah 
I just fixed it that way basically with her help of what to change. (CP,98:101-
102) 
 

I thought it was good because I like that we had to give feedback on it. I 
thought that her interpretation of my assignments; I knew that she always 
thought that my assignments were pretty um complicated anyway. [mmm] but 
um it was just interesting to hear it again. And we had to like write the 
feedback. Um, then we had to like give the feedback to each other. And then 
we had to write our reflection on their feedback that they give. (RS, 98: 434-
438) 
 

I thought it was excellent. A really good idea that I use because usually you 
know assignments a lot of people will, myself included, we leave it to the last 
minute. And the time isn't allowed to get people to check. Cause usually 
they’re in a rush themselves and you don't really usually bother getting other 
people to say do you think this makes sense. And you know sometimes it 
makes sense to us but maybe not to other people. So I think it's a really good 
idea. (SS, 98:95-100) 
 

However, students interviewed in their final-year reported feedback as 

variable and inconsistent in helping them to write assignments. For example, GA 

(98) found the instructions for the first part of one assignment were “not too bad 

actually” where she had to: 

 

Provide a brief rationale for why you selected the student and relevant 
background information. Identify the students’ academic progress using 
observations test and surveys instruments and interpret the results. Make 
clear the reasons why you selected the particular diagnostic tests and how 
you interpreted them. This should be linked to literature. (145-150) 
 

 While she felt this helped her to organise her assignment, the second part 

of the task was less explicit: 
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The next part of this particular subject, he’s just put um ‘relate the information 
collected at the assessment stage and develop a suggested program. 
Consider your goals, teaching strategies, resources, and how you would 
evaluate the student’s progress and the program. Describe teaching 
resources you may use based on commercial and teacher made resources. 
Link your report to the literature’. (151-156) 
 

GA (98:156-158) had great difficulty interpreting this because: “Well for that 

one we had no idea whether he wanted, if he wanted us to do lesson plans or 

anything”.  She asked the lecturer in a tutorial for clarification and found: “He wants 

us to do eight to ten lesson plans. So but he hasn't stated that in the actual ( ) and 

that's to me like. I've had other assignments where it gives much, it gives you like 

in Language for example, when we did that um we got this, the criteria”.  (162-165)   

 

Seeking explication of the assignment task was a typical practice of fourth-

year students interviewed. They appeared more willing and more demanding in 

their efforts to do this. KM (98) explained her need to gain feedback about her 

interpretation of a written task “because the question led people down different 

paths. Different, you could um take different meaning from what it was that he had 

written in the question and it was just a simple um sentence. A couple of sentences 

that was the assignment. No criteria or anything.” (394-397)  

 

  Students were more consistent in accessing criteria sheets and using 

them to know what and how to write than they had in their first-year. For example, 

JK (98) described how “if you look on a criteria sheet there's always um a section 

on academic writing and that's for referencing, grammar, and you know 

presentation and so it all counts”.  RD (98)’s approach to writing assignments was 

“you just have to look at the question, look at the criteria sheet, look at the general 

gist of the subject and just go for it”.  (RD, 98:590-593) 

 

They used criteria differently from how they had done so as first-year 

students. They had changed their practices and developed ways to apply criteria to 

their writing.  RD (98) illustrated this development: 

 

In my first and second year I probably didn't (use criteria sheets). I mean I 
looked at it. Well I looked at the criteria being different. Like -Oh right I've got 
to have that done and that done and that done, but not did I answer that? Did 
I satisfy that? Did I meet that requirement? I took it as including stuff in the 
assignment but I didn't really pay much attention to the quality of it…. 
Because now it makes a hell of a lot easier… You don't beat around the bush 
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trying to think about what they want you to say. It’s right there. (RD, 98: 607-
618)   
 

LH (98) had a similar approach: 

 
 “Usually I will write my assignment based on each criteria. And I think quite a 
few lecturers’ do, do that now. It makes you know you’ve got a basis to start 
with and you know what you have to have to do to answer the question. It just 
makes it easier to know exactly what you have to do to answer the question”. 
(LH, 98:278-282) 
 

SM (98) also used criteria as a starting point and as a reference for ongoing 

checks as she wrote: 

 

I guess the way I approach any assignment now is um  first thing I go to is 
the, is the criteria sheet. [ OK] The very, very first thing and that's what I keep 
coming back to. And then I do my first draft and then I'll go back to that and 
make sure that I have addressed all of the criteria. And even when I was 
printing an assignment out like last night and said right done that, done that. 
(SM, 98:35-38) 
 
SM (98) further described her use of criteria sheets in relation to what they 

provided about the content of an assignment and in giving directions for her writing. 

She said that in one subject, “last year we didn't get a criteria sheet for the 

assignment and we requested one and the lecturer did give us one. It was a bit of a 

push to get it but we did get them” (235-238). However, she also took a critically 

evaluative stand on what criteria provided in helping her understand the task. She 

offered an example of an assignment where, “the criteria sheet is on the back here. 

And I even think that's fairly poor criteria. Like I don't think that tells you a whole lot 

of information” (44-46). Similarly, PH (98:113-116) encountered criteria in one 

subject where “the wording of the criteria was the most difficult part because he put 

some words in there that we didn't even know. We didn't know what he meant, so 

we had to ask him during the tutes which was, you know, not good really. So that's 

the worst thing about it”. 

 

When a lecturer’s expectations were not made explicit in an assignment 

question or in criteria sheets, students would seek feedback about their writing. KM 

(98) asked for feedback on an assignment: 

 

 “Because I put in that much work in getting them done and I thought I'll just 
check with him to make sure that, you know, that there is nothing else that he 
wants me to be doing with this. And instead of him just saying "oh no just add 
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a bit of this or a bit of that" he just went "No, none of it is right. I don't want it 
like that". (374-378) 
 

She found this experience frustrating: 

 

I was not happy from the time that I showed him [OK] what I had done up to 
that point um because I was being really organised and getting things done.  
(376-379) 
 

Students found answering an assignment question more difficult in subjects 

where criteria sheets were not provided. LJ (98) spoke of a group of students who 

could not get help from the lecturer so they used assignments from the year before 

as models for how to write. 

 

We all asked lots of times. It wasn't just me. We all ended up getting copies of 
someone's assignment from previous year. So we knew what to do. I mean it 
was such a broad thing. Such a broad assignment anyway. But it was really 
hard to work out exactly what you had to do and how you had to do it. Um so 
we did we all had some copies of someone's assignment from last year or a 
couple of years ago. So we knew what to do. (LJ, 98:404-408) 
 

LP’s (98) comments indicate changes she had seen in her writing practices 

throughout her years of study: 

 

In first-year there were terms we didn't understand. Terms we never heard of 
before like cognition and now like we pay attention to what they talk about. 
And now we've got more confidence to ask questions. I think too, to clarify 
ideas. Whereas in fact, then we were very passive from that passive high 
school experience. (LP, 98:204-208) 
 

Many students found feedback given by lecturers on marked assignments 

and criteria sheets helpful in developing their writing. However, feedback needed to 

be precise and focussed as exemplified in the following quotes: 

 

I think so. I think um I need quite precise and honest feed back. I need to 
know exactly what I'm doing wrong. Where I'm making the mistakes. (LJ, 
98:187-188) 
 
Sometimes you get comments about your grammar or something like that and 
it sort of makes you look at it and think well "you know it doesn't really sound 
really good or something like that" and you tend to change it. Or sometimes 
they give you ideas on how what else you could have done to make it better 
or something like which is quite useful and you sort of think about that next 
time you are doing it. (LH, 98:265-270) 
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L.B. would give a full page of feedback specifically on what to do and how to 
fix it up and it was very good. That was very helpful. (AC, 98:280-281) 
 

While fourth-year students generally appeared willing to seek feedback 

through lectures, tutorials and consultations, they described contradictory 

experiences, some positive, others negative. They remembered experiences from 

their first-year studies that were not helpful and these mediated their view of the 

usefulness of such encounters in knowing what to write. Their accounts were 

consistent with survey data where fourth-year students reported information in 

lectures, tutorials, and consultations less useful than first-year students. For 

example, while CP (98:322-325) believed that “communication with the lecturers 

can help with that sort of thing, like they can identify the problem straight away”, he 

qualified this with “But I don't think there's much chance of getting help”. 

 

Students reflected how feedback helped them modify their writing practices 

over time.  When it was not helpful, they either made independent decisions related 

to the assignment task, or worked with their network of friends. How these 

networks helped students develop effective literacy practices is described below. 

 

Support Networks 
 

Students had developed networks over their four years of study that 

appeared stable and significant in supporting development of their literacy 

practices. They described how they worked with friends in systematic ways. They 

organised meetings to discuss a task, shared resources, and worked 

collaboratively. RD (98) believed such networks decreased the likelihood of not 

completing the degree. She believed “ a lot of people who do drop out, don't fit in. 

Don't sort of make connections and things”. (685) She continued:  

 

If you make friends and talk about it and sort of, the more you talk to them the 
more you understand (). Cause I don't think people necessarily drop out 
because they can't do it. I think it’s very rarely that um well I don't know.  
Maybe not.  Maybe I'm being naïve. Maybe people do drop out because they 
do fail a lot. But I just think that sometimes people might drop out because 
they just don't sort of fit.   (RD, 98:686-693)  
 

Support networks offered fourth-year students opportunities to learn from 

their peers and family. Students described how they researched together and 

discussed and proofread each other’s writing. For some, this learning was an 
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explicit outcome of collaboration. For example, LG (98) reflected how she had 

learnt to write an assignment that had an:  

 

Introduction- had to cover everything that was in the assignment. A 
conclusion had to again cover everything you know and I don't even think I 
got that basic understanding from school…I think I got that understanding 
through people. Just through people, like um friends and family. (LG, 98:457-
464) 
 

For others, learning such procedures was more a consequence of students 

“sharing resources, pooling resources” (RA, 98: 545). Similarly, SS, (98) 

advocated: 

 

 So if you find something let everyone have a read [yep. So you can talk 
about it and that's a way that a lot of people learn sort of by talking. (SS, 
98:417-419) 
 

GA (98) described that as a first-year, “We never talked about assignments 

together. Now we meet every week, twice a week. You know to just sit down and 

hash out what we think is going on with the assignment.” (503-505) She found this 

useful in helping: 

 

Conceptualise what you’re thinking about, I think. You know it really sorts it 
out in your mind what's going on and it reaffirms that you are doing the right 
thing [yep] um I mean because you can talk about it you’re all thinking the 
same thing. I think you've all got a good idea of what’s going on with the um 
what your expectations are. So I think that's really important.  (GA, 98:512-
517) 
 

RA (98) had not relied on friends to explain what the assignment was about. 

Rather, they confirmed her interpretation of the task demands. Students described 

how time was a factor in establishing useful networks. As RA (98) explained: 

 

We didn't do it in first year cause it was like the blind leading the blind then. 
Whereas now we've all sort of, you know, sort of developed so we can help 
one another and share resources and you know, you don't have to go and 
look everything up yourself. Someone will go, I've got that one you can have it 
and you have mine. I'll have yours.[mmm] It makes life easier. So I guess 
there's a lot well we're lucky in our group. (RA, 98:535-540) 
 

Similarly, LP (98: 208-211) had found “getting to know other people helped. 

I mean Jenny and I, we've always stayed together and worked. As the years have 

progressed we’ve always clarified things together”. GS (98:196 -199) also said 
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relationships had developed  “… over time, the last two years, but it’s better this 

semester. I think that I've found more people willing to talk about, for whatever 

reason, more willing to talk about their assignments and what they are doing and 

how they are doing it. So that's good”.  

 

SM (98) had changed her understanding of assessment and of the role 

friends played in helping her to write assignments. She described this as follows: 

 

 I used to think that course assessment was assessment, that it was 
something you had to do on your own. I got valuable things out of -not going 
on writing my assignment with other people- but just going and talking to 
other people. I often would think that the way I was doing something was 
fairly logical, and you would speak to someone else and think, that's so 
simple and so straight forward why didn't I think of it. (SM, 98:656-661) 
 

SP (98:411-415) reflected on how she should have used friends more. She 

felt that it would be good advice for first-year students to make more use of friends: 

 

Get other people to read it. Um you get so lost in assignments sometimes that 
when you read it through it just seems fine. But for someone else to read it, 
it’s really good. Because they're looking at it freshly and I think that's 
something I should have done. 
 

Fourth students’ networks included parents, siblings, and partners. Their 

experiences in gaining help from people resulted in different outcomes as 

illustrated in the comments below:  

 

My boyfriend read it and said it was terrible and it was due the next day. And I 
was, and I was crying. I’m never a stressed out person. And that I remember 
being that one time, that I was so ultra stressed because I couldn’t write. I just 
couldn't write it. (LG, 98:409-412) 
 

I still have a tendency to waffle on I think and sometimes I can't discriminate 
between what's really important and what isn’t. Which is where Paul comes 
in. He tells me it’s rubbish and that's good. [he can discriminate ( )]  That's 
right yeah. What he (fiancé) corrects mainly is the grammatical structure of 
the writing and just making it more fluent to read and you know spelling 
mistakes things like that. (JK, 98:359-360) 
 
I became more conscious of what I was doing because my dad said to me 
one day,  “You can't going around getting stressed out". He said, " Why are 
you bothering trying to assess yourself? Just let someone else assess 
yourself and do what you have to do". (RD, 98:536-539) 
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Fourth-year students had formed support networks both in and outside the 

university. They found discussing assignment questions and sharing written 

assignments helped them develop and modify their writing. Networks outside the 

university generally were used to edit and proofread writing. 

 

Practice 
 

Unlike those interviewed as first-years, fourth-year students indicated that 

practice had contributed to their development as assignment writers.  As they 

reflected on their writing experiences over their four years of study, many 

accounted for their perceived improvement in terms of repeated writing 

experiences over time. For example, GS (98:487) believed her improvement was 

the result of, “time and you really need to practice that skill. And it doesn't just 

happen over night”.  PH (98) also recognised the role time played in his 

development: “Well I'll say at the beginning I was terrible. I was hopeless, but over 

you know with the experience over the years I'd say ah above average anyway” 

(PH, 98:446-447). 

 

In similar ways, SS (98) compared her difficulty as first-year students to her 

current fourth-year experience as a writer.  

 

I think in first year it was the whole struggle of actually using all these different 
books and journals and how would you… I mean I didn’t have much of an 
idea about referencing and all of that sort of thing. And I mean just coming 
just straight from high school I guess is we wrote a lot diff.. a lot more 
differently. But as the years go on you just get used to using different 
language and new words and all that sort of thing. You've got a whole new ( ) 
whole new vocabulary that you have to use in teaching, I guess. And sort of 
at first I was struggling with you know like philosophy and what ever of all 
different writers. So I think yeah with time, it's obviously developed I think. 
(SS, 98:242-250) 
 

JK (98:261) accounted for her development as a writer as follows: “So um 

my writing has improved more so, probably because of practice. Because I have 

done it more and more. And the more you do something of course, the better you 

become at it. And just knowing now how to answer questions”.   Others had similar 

views: 

 

I think um you just have to have practice at writing to be come better. Um you 
can't expect to know it all straight away. And I think everyone has there own 
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specific style anyway its too hard to say OK these are things you need to 
know. I think you have to be able to develop. (LJ, 98:279-282) 
 

So I think it’s just a natural progress of more writing, more practice. So 
becoming better at it. (JK, 98:298-299) 
 

I think I have got better. Um just through practice I think after doing 
assignments. Cause when I started uni I just sort of just got passes that sort 
of thing and now I'm um much better.(CP,98:232-234) 
 
I think practice makes perfect. And my first year I found it very difficult. I 
wasn't -my structure for writing was very, very poor. And I think getting used 
to it and revising. I revised assignments at least three or four times before 
they get handed in and then I think is that enough. (GS, 98:350-353) 
 
 
While LP (98:232-234) identified feedback as helping her develop topic 

knowledge she considered her improvement in knowing how to write was a 

consequence of “practice. Having to do it. Feedback has been very minimal. It's not 

been initially directed to our writing. It's been directed to have we comprehended 

the topic”.  

 

AC (98) found that she learnt to research using CD-ROM databases: “But 

um you have to learn to fine-tune those and just exactly what you are looking for 

and that comes over time with practice again. So the sooner you get in there doing 

it the sooner you'll be able to keep, [yep] yeah.  (AC, 98:261-264) 

 

Fourth-year students had had the benefit of four years of writing experience 

and they recognised how this had helped them to develop as assignment writers.  

 

Summary 
 

Fourth-year students indicated how their writing practices had changed over 

time. They had modified their writing through the positive effects of formative and 

summative feedback received from lecturers. They understood a need to clarify 

their interpretations of assignment questions, and many described how they went 

about doing this. While they encountered varying degrees of success, most had 

continued to seek clarification until they were satisfied that they understood a 

lecturer’s expectations. Students had developed support networks with peers and 

family. These networks provided opportunities to discuss and clarify assignment 

questions and to edit and proofread each other’s writing. Furthermore, they 
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believed practice over their four years of study had helped them know what to write 

and know how to write when answering assignment questions. 
 

How Lecturers Perceived They Helped Students as Assignment Writers 
 

Lecturers were specific when speaking about their roles in helping students 

develop as assignment writers. They described how they addressed expectations 

related to assignment writing at a range of levels and in different contexts. For 

example, they described how in  lectures, tutorials, or individual consultations, they 

would identify their expectations in relation to declarative and procedural 

requirements of assignments. This included direct instruction and feedback on 

work that students had produced. Some lecturers had provided information about 

writing tasks in subject outlines and criteria sheets.   

 

Lecturers of First-Year Students 
 

The four first-year lecturers believed that first-year students would 

encounter difficulties in understanding assignment questions and knowing how to 

write assignments. LA (95) described the difficulties students appeared to 

experience in their first year as assignment writers. They had difficulty knowing 

how to write: 

 

Some essays look right but are slight. Some essays are exciting to read but 
uncontrolled. So students have extreme difficulty in coping with academic 
conventions.  They are present in what they read but not considered 
applicable to themselves.  (LA, 95:71-73) 
 

One lecturer referred to a lack of preparation students have had from their 

high school experiences: 

 

The big problems with our first-years is that they do not even come in with the 
rudiments of the conceptual knowledge that they might need in order to make 
some sort of progress in the knowledge domain of this subject. And, it’s a 
reflection of their high schooling and the combination of the subjects that most 
of them study in Yr 12 and a reflection of the anachronistic teaching in such 
subjects as geography, history, economics etc”. (LD, 95:8-12) 
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 Further, they described how they typically helped students with assignment 

tasks by providing them with appropriate guidance as described in the NU*DIST 

analysis as shown in Figure 26.  

Vocabulary knowledge
Feedback
Readings

Knowing what to write:
Through-

Guidelines
Reflection
Feedback

Consultations

Knowing how to write
Through-

Time management
Preparation

Knowing when to write
Through-

Assistance

Lecturers

1995

Overview of Nud*ist Nodes
and Children

 

Figure 26. Overview of node, “Lecturer/Assistance” and core children coded 

from interview data from lecturers of first -year students. 

  

Knowing What To Write 
 

Lecturers described how they prepared students for assessment tasks 

through task explication. One lecturer explained topics and subject-related 

vocabulary for students:  

 

I talk to them using OHTs about how to split the question into headings... In 
large group lectures and in follow up tutes. I identify key ideas e.g. the 
distinction between polyethnic society and multicultural and emphasise the 
importance of understanding these ideas. (LD, 95:77-91) 
 

When the lecturer marked a mid-semester examination writing task he used 

this as an opportunity to scaffold students’ knowledge of an assignment task 

because he “gave them a feedback sheet which locates their level of 

understanding versus their organisation of ideas” (LD, 95:45-47).  He would: 

“always offer them an opportunity to hear my version of how to write quality 

assignments. I do give them formal advice and offer guidelines for researching and 

writing quality assignments. (LD, 95:87-89) 
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Lecturers described similar awareness raising work at the start of the 

semester. They used discussion, readings, and the library as ways to develop 

students’ research skills. For example, LA (95:22-23) developed: 

 

An initial series of tasks in accessing sections of library, reading journal 
articles and reporting basic arguments and writing out references for the 
paper. That was so they become familiar with the territory and tasks, and can 
get feedback. 
 

LC (95:12-14) gave “some directed readings and sent them to do some 

more reading in the library. Then at the end of week four they hand in their first 

essay”.  

 

LB (95) used formative feedback to help students with their writing: 

 
This is done in the context of the learning logs through written feedback. This 
includes such things as - use of the first person, and structural techniques eg 
linking ideas. (LB, 95:52-54) 

 
 All lecturers said that they helped students explicity develop 

declarative knowledge about what to write when answering assignment questions.  

 

Knowing How To Write 
 

The four lecturers said that they used tutorials to guide students in 

recognising the need to write assignments in particular ways. They focussed on the 

importance of referencing to support statements of one’s ideas, planning to ensure 

scope and sequence issues of content were addressed, and of organisation in 

writing to enable an argument to be constructed in a coherent and readable way. 

The following quotes illustrate the ways they did so: 

 

I do give them formal advice and offer guidelines for researching and writing 
quality assignments… For example, I say that cross-referencing a key idea is 
a highly effective way of showing that you are widely read. (LD, 95:92-94) 
 

 In seminars there is time spent on concept mapping of essay ideas and 
structuring and on writing of an introductory argument in relation to essay 
organisation and closure. (LA, 95:50-52) 
 
We don't give them a paper and say go away and write it. This course is 
based on workshops.(13-14) We are teaching them how to frame questions 
and how to change questions - preparing them for research. (LC, 95:42-43) 
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 The use of personal reflection was a method through which LB (95) had 

students: 

 
Collect data about themselves and develop this. For example, they consider 
the appropriateness of writing used in their last Yr. 12 writing assignment - 
and about becoming reflective in their writing. (LB, 95:55-57) 
 
The lecturer responsible for the communication subject undertaken by 

students in the first year aimed to: 

 
 Give them a range of writing experiences and the only academic writing we 
give them is the first assignment and we use that as a model later when we 
talk about writing in general”. (LC, 95:21-23) 
 

This lecturer gave oral and written feedback. “It's mostly discussion. We 

work from their samples with their examples of work and get them to use their 

writing in the class.”  (LC, 95:36-38) 

 

The lecturers also believed that tasks within an assignment context were 

designed so that students would develop as writers. “They have to interact with the 

task before they know what questions to ask” (LC, 95:51-53). Two designed 

preliminary “practice” tasks for students so that they would respond formatively on 

procedural aspects of how students were writing: 

 

I start from Day 1. Students write a trial log (there’s no assessment attached) 
but I give them feedback, explaining, making links with interpretations, and 
recognising what evidence is; feedback on listing and describing. (LB, 95:40-
43).  
 

The first five weeks of the semester involves step-by-step regular activities  
related to essay writing. (LA, 95: 58-59).  
 

Two lecturers emphasised the corrective nature of their feedback.  LB 

(95:60) described how “this feedback, and writing logs is a remediation loop”. 

Across interviews, lecturers indicted that students were given formative feedback 

on their writing progress. In the communication subject, a one-hour session was 

timetabled for students who wanted individual assistance: 

 

We also have remedial sessions which is to assist them with their writing for 
anything. So we have one hour where they can interact with the lecturer-, 
which is where they can come to us with their assignment or anything else 
they are doing and sit with us and help them with their problems. (LC, 95:38-
41)  
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While lecturers described how they offered individual assistance, they 

generally felt that students were responsible for accessing it. For example: 

 

I indicate my availability for consultation. That is where the mature age 
students take the offer up. Occasionally students hand in a draft and I never 
reject that though I think most students hand in their first draft. (LD, 95:95-96) 
 

Some lecturers evaluated the effectiveness of their feedback with formal 

procedures that provided comparisons across time. For example, LD (95) related 

his efforts with an avoidance of student appeals against grades. He noted that: 

 

I've never had an appeal. I make sure they get, as much as is possible, 
written feedback on every criteria - they may often come and want clarification 
but it tends to be only a few - mostly mature age again. (LD, 95:121-124) 
 

 Similarly, LC (95) described how: 

 
Of all the subjects I've taught this would probably be the one with the least 
amount of negative feedback on the marks. We have never had an appeal 
since we’ve.. it's only the second year we've been doing this. (LC, 95:63-65) 
 

The lecturers provided subject outlines and criteria sheets that each 

believed provided additional information related to an assignment task.  For 

example, LB (95) believed that “… the comments I make on their assignment 

provides the feedback and these comments are written to each of the criteria - I try 

to keep them positive but provide clear direction”. (81-84) Similarly, LA (95) 

provided “a manual of guidelines on criteria, including notes on common misbeliefs 

about writing (hopefully to encourage optimism and progressive writing) and 

planning stages of essay preparation. They also have examples of essays”.(46-49) 

However, she acknowledged that “all criteria are challenging to some students. But 

they should provide a progressive framework”. (69-70) 

 

LB (95:72-75) described how he believed  “use of the criteria varies among 

students. For many students this is tacit. They don't know. For some, it would 

mean- this is what he wants”. LD (95:124-126) observed the conditional nature of 

feedback, where “the trouble with the assignment feedback is that they may get 

some good advice for future writing. But it’s at the end of the semester and they 

have moved on”. 
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Knowing When To Write 
 

Two of the four lecturers believed poor time-management affected students’ 

performance as assignment writers.  LB (95:76) believed that students’ use of 

information provided in tutorials and on criteria sheets was “dependent on a range 

of variables, like the time they have, (and) experience”.  

 

Further, LD (95) highlighted how timing influenced what students could and 

could not do when writing.  

 

Those who organise their time well get started early and do give cognisance 
to the criteria and the last minuters are barely aware they exist. It has a high 
profile in the study guide. But it's of very little utility to those who do not have 
the time.  They don't think about the criteria. They are thinking, “Do I have the 
time to write this assignment? How much can I plagiarise from a number of 
different texts?” (LD, 95:112-118) 
 

Summary 
 

All four lecturers believed that students needed help with assessment and 

assignment writing tasks. They described ways in which they attempted to assist 

first-year students develop declarative and procedural knowledge. They did this by 

explicating their expectations of tasks, teaching content knowledge and 

vocabulary, and providing readings and opportunities for students to develop 

research skills. Further, they encouraged reflection and writing development 

through feedback, consultations and providing information in subject outlines and 

criteria sheets. 

 

Lecturers of Fourth-Year Students 
 

Lecturers of final-year students generally indicated less explicit approaches 

in helping their students develop as assignment writers. While they discussed the 

assignment question with students during tutorials, this typically centered on 

content issues. They expected students would take responsibility for their writing. 

They described how they would challenge students’ thinking through questioning. 

But, they did not demonstrate what and how to write an essay, provide models, or 

practice writing tasks. LY (98:381-382) observed about her expectations of 

students as writers, “…they should be a bit savvy to that by fourth-year though, 
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shouldn't they? Actually reading the question carefully and responding”.  

Categories of data reported below are found in Figure 27. 

 

Discussion
Questions & Challenges
Criteria/ course outline

Knowing what to write:
Through:

Feedback
Engagement

Understanding

Knowing how to write
Through:

Time management

Knowing when to write
Through:

Assistance

Lecturers

1998

Overview of Nud*ist Nodes
and Children

 

Figure 27. Overview of node, Lecturer/ Assistance and core children coded from 
interview data from lecturers of fourth-year students. 

 

Knowing What To Write 
 

While all lecturers agreed their students needed to demonstrate topic 

knowledge, none indicated how they had helped them to do this. LW (98) told his 

fourth-year students: 

 

You've really got to think about the question. What is it that the question's 
about? I say think about it at the traffic lights. Think about it while you're 
having a shower. Think about it. Think lots about it before you write. I tell 
them to think a lot about the questions before they write. (LW, 98: 68-73)  
 
However, he avoided ”…giving them any sort of framework for their 

assignment. They often write a series of short answers. There's no thinking in that”. 

(LW, 98:186-187) 
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LX (99) said that he read the subject outline with his students and would “go 

through the key points. But I don’t say; read it out, cover every point. But I go 

through the key points”. (LX, 1999: 117-120). However, he observed that some 

students would still come to him about the assignment: 

 

ignorant of the content of it. They really are. Whenever a student does come 
to me to ask what is required, I’ll pull out a subject outline and I’ll say, why 
don’t you see what the subject outline says. You know, we’ll read it together. 
(LX, 1999: 107-112) 
 

LW (99) provided some criteria for students as a reference. However, he 

acknowledged that they offered minimal information: 

 

I don't have very much in the criteria sheets at all. I just tell them, “You get 
20% for this and 40% for that”.  But some of them really aren't interested. 
They don't see assignment writing as part of the process. Active learning. But 
that's their learning. For some, assignments -they're just a series of obstacles 
they have to overcome to be teachers”. (LW, 99:288-293) 
 

Lecturers generally expected that fourth-year students should be 

independent as assignment writers. One indicated special circumstances under 

which she offered direct assistance to students: 

 

who have had sort of problems in the past. Those who are those who have 
problems with writing for their English language. And they would be the 
students I might have failed on a previous assignment, or I've told that their 
work or their writing is not good enough. Those who don't have English as a 
first language, they would tend to come back a lot and I do give them support. 
(LY,99:130-135) 
 

Knowing How To Write 
 

Lecturers of fourth-year students generally did not demonstrate ways of 

writing for their students. For example, LW (99) explained: 

 

I don't go into any great detail about telling them how to write. If I was taking a 
'How to write' course I'd be more explicit and give examples. But I don't have 
the time for that. (LW, 99:88-91) 
 

 He recognised that some students “have it clear in their heads, but just 

don't have the writing skills to piece it together. That's a big issue. There's nothing I 
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can do about that. I don't tell them how to write. LW (99:33-37). He described how 

in the past: 

 

… at one stage, when I had more time, I used to make a lot of them come 
and see me, before the big assignment. I may do that again. Get them to 
show me their writing first. They didn't like it. They used to hate it at first, but 
afterwards they'd say what a great idea it was. It relieved their minds of what 
they had to do next. I did it because I got to give them feedback. But, it was 
extremely time- consuming with 80 odd students.   (LW 1999: 124-130) 
 

LY (1999) had given students explicit help in some subjects: “I've worked 

really complex seminars focussed on the assignment. I'd analyse the question, first 

and foremost” But she believed that she could be more explicit in helping students:  

 

I mean, I'm probably not as up front, I'm probably not any more up front about 
it than that, I would certainly draw their attention to it and that maybe your 
umm, maybe there's a need to do more, I don't know I haven't actually 
thought about that much. 
 (LY, 1999:345-348) 
 

LZ (1999) had included peer feedback as part of the assessment process in 

his subject. This made students responsible for reading other students’ drafts and 

responding critically to their writing. In addition, he described how: 

 

If their stuff is seriously bad, I'll edit two pages and tell them that's all the 
editing I'm going to do because it's taken me half an hour to do that and some 
of them will say and some of them - even after that note- some of them will 
say is the rest of it all right. I'll say, ‘Mate, go and read the note at the end of 
page. Too right. With detailed editing like this. I don't have the time to spend 
another hour and a half to do the rest of it.  You learn, cause I often put 
annotations in. Like I'll put g with a circle around it for grammar or p for 
punctuation or sp for spelling and I'll give them the code because I want them 
to learn. But I won't do all the work. (LZ, 1999:94-100) 
 

LZ (98) described how he gave general feedback to all students during 

tutorials. 

 

 I wrote out a half a page of the common errors with the fourth-years and 
spent half the tutorial on it. I said that these are the problems that I see over 
and over again. If they haven't been problems with you, then you can leave. 
But don't get offended. I won't get offended if you walk out. But nobody 
walked out. And I dealt with words that, you know, the connectives. I dealt 
with words well some people use entirely the wrong words”.   (LZ, 99:66-70) 
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During tutorial time, LX (99) offered students a formula for writing his 

assignments. He described this as follows: 

  

My way of doing it has been to provide them with some formula of writing per 
se. What I’m doing when I do that is to say, ‘Well ok this is the requirement. In 
writing this essay I expect it’s going to have a certain type of structure, and 
here’s a structure and here’s another one. So, if you are going to write me an 
essay, just don’t write a whole lot of nonsense because it won’t get through. 
You actually have to organise your thoughts in a certain kind of way. And 
here’s some ways which you can organise your thoughts. (LX, 1999:14: 18) 
 

He felt that some students wanted, “an enormous number of steps. In other 

words, give me a guide, a writing, write the essay by numbers. All I have to do is 

colour in. You know, and then I've got the essay”. (174-176) These were the 

students he believed who “don't really have the desire or motivation to carry 

through this task as a vital task. It is just a task”. (11)  

 

LX (98) explained his approach to helping students: 

 

 I often get the response from students, ‘Oh well we've never been asked to 
do this before. We're really not sure what you’re wanting. And these are the 
students who are serious about learning. I talk to them about it, well this is 
what I mean by an essay. As opposed to summarising articles and umm my 
feeling is that they try and in the end it's a satisfying experience they're 
actually, they find it satisfying because they have changed them in umm 
some small way”.  (LX, 99:150-156) 
 

LX (98) identified his perceptions of what constituted student engagement 

in his subject was demonstrated by a student: 

 

Who will bring, who will write a draft and then will take the effort to come and 
see me about it. To me, that's the sure sign of serious engagement. It doesn't 
mean that students who don't try to send me the drafts don't seriously 
engage, but that's a definite sign, you know. (LX, 99:25-30) 
 

When such signs occurred, he felt: 

 

I can actually do something with those students. Like I can pull them in to get 
them more and more engaged with the writing task. By talking about their 
writing and asking them questions about what they're doing, what they're 
trying to say here or there, and how they understand the task, the certain 
question or the problem that's been set for them. (LX, 99:30-35) 
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LX (98) valued any student who is “going to umm engage, initially engage 

their cognitive structures in a serious kind of way. So they have an intent to try and 

grasp what the task is and what is required of them”. (6-8) He contrasted this view 

with another of a student “who is not really serious about engaging and just say, 

well I might as well jump through, just through the hoop, otherwise I'll fail”. (21-23) 

He found “it difficult to deal with that latter student, the one who doesn't really want 

to embrace the task as a vital task.” (13-14) 

 

In general, the four lecturers indicated difficulty in helping students know 

how to write. Two lecturers had taken philosophical positions, stating that it was not 

their role to provide such help. Another appeared unsure about her role, 

suggesting fourth-year students should have developed some ‘know how’ or 

‘savvy’ but stating more should be done to develop them as writers. A fourth 

lecturer provided help through peer review and in some instances, written 

feedback.  

 

Knowing When To Write 
 

Two lecturers described how conditional knowledge influenced students’ 

ability to produce an effective assignment and respond to feedback. LY said that 

she would explain requirements of an assignment in: 

 

The first lecture or seminar that would be given out, but I don’t go through the 
detail. I give it out. Highlight things. Ask them to come back the next week 
with questions which, and there’s time for that. (LY, 99:204-207) 
 
 
She found that students would not take advantage of this, “…cause they’re 

not doing the assignment then, they come back later don’t they. One week before 

or two weeks before”. (LY, 1999:184-189) 

 

Similarly, LX said that typically he would: 

 

want to spend some time on it initially when we give them the task, and to talk 
about it ((cough)) and umm not just sort of in the first week, in the second, or 
the third week. Ok you spend time looking at the questions now and what 
you’ve been asked to do in the problems. No, no you find time. And then of 
course, it all blows up. Maybe when it’s due.  Cause they haven’t really 
engaged with it”. (LX 1999: 104-109)   
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Summary 

 

All lecturers described ways they perceived helped students develop 

literacy practices needed to write assignments successfully. They discussed the 

assignment task in lectures and tutorials and gave students feedback about their 

writing. Lecturers of first-years were explicit and overt in their descriptions of what 

they did. Lecturers of fourth-year students were more implicit. They expected 

students to be more responsible as writers and this meant more responsible for 

finding out how to write.  Two lecturers structured their first-year subjects to give 

students formative feedback. One lecturer organised a peer-review process where 

fourth-year students read and critiqued each other’s draft assignments. Although 

lecturers in fourth-year subjects recognised difficulties students seemed to 

encounter, they did not offer solutions to these problems. Two lecturers deliberately 

avoided providing examples or writing guidelines or frameworks. They believed that 

students needed to develop such procedural knowledge independently and as part 

of their learning process.  

 

In summary, the descriptions given by four who took first-year subjects 

included expectations they had of students as assignment writers, and specific 

things they had done to help them develop literacy practices needed to write 

assignments. This was not the case in accounts given by the lecturers of final-year 

students. They typically acknowledged that many students had difficulties, but were 

more reticent about their own part in addressing such difficulty. LW (1999:269) 

observed, “My guess is that we should be doing more.”  LZ (1999:322) had set up 

a process for students to give each other feedback, but noted there “are lecturers 

struggling to get their own academic writing together.” LX (1999:343-346) 

emphasised ways he attempted to get students to engage with a task, but 

observed, “You know students have to come to the party, you can take a horse to 

water, but you can’t make them drink”.  

 

Section 3: What Constitutes Success in the Writing of Assignments?     
 

Statistical analysis of survey data reported in Chapter 4, Section 3 indicated 

that students whose perceptions were positive about knowing how lecturers 

wanted them to write, about knowing how to write in an academic way, and about 

how to do so in an academic genre, achieved high GPAs. These perceptions 
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clustered around procedural knowledge. The positive association suggests 

procedural knowledge is the critical success factor in writing assignments. 

Quantitative results identified knowing how to write constituted success in the 

writing of assignments. 

 

Results from the previous sections of this chapter inform the qualitative 

analysis investigating the final question in this study, “ What constitutes ‘success’ in 

the writing of assignments?”.  In Section 1, results from first-year students, fourth-

year students, and their lecturers reported how all participants perceived that 

declarative and procedural knowledge contributed to successful assignments. In a 

less representative way, conditional knowledge was part of their report. Students 

talked about what they did to access this knowledge and lecturers described what 

they did to convey their writing expectations to students. Both groups described 

varying degrees of success in doing so. For students, knowing what lecturers 

wanted them to write and knowing how lecturers wanted them to write, remained 

critically important writing goals. They believed achieving them would produce 

successful assignments. How they did this was reported in the preceding sections 

of this chapter. In this final section, students explain how they adjusted their 

assignment writing to accommodate a reader’s needs. They associated rhetorical 

knowledge with success and knowing how to write. They described the impact that 

it had had on how they went about writing their assignments. 

 

Rhetorical Knowledge and Success: A Comparison From First-Year to Fourth-Year 
 

First-Year Students 

Rhetorical Knowledge and Content 
 

First-year students described how lecturers as readers of assignments had 

particular expectations about what an assignment should be about and key 

information it should contain. This related to the importance of particular declarative 

knowledge about the field. They emphasised working to anticipations of what a 

lecturer wanted to read as a critical part of writing successfully. For example KA 

(95) described how: 
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You’ve got to actually look at the topic. Look at how it’s set out and look at it 
from the point of view of the person who has set the assignment. What they 
would want from you in relation to the topic. (KA, 95:8-10)  
 

Similarly, GS (95) described the importance of “having a clear idea of what 

to say and how to go about it so the reader can see what you are talking about”.  

(GS, 95) 

 

Rhetorical Knowledge and Readability 
 

Students perceived a need to write assignments that were readable from a 

reader’s perspective. They attributed high readability to writing that was interesting, 

understandable, and original. Additionally, readability related to the role that 

procedural knowledge played in structuring an assignment so that it was easy to 

follow. Some students spoke of the reader implicitly rather than explicitly. They 

referred to the need for writing to be readable without specifically mentioning 

reader, lecturer, or marker when describing their attempts to make their writing 

‘clearer’ or ‘original’. Some related readability to writing conventions and fluency. 

For example, the writing needed to be “easy, easy to understand and fluent.  Um 

yeah like, someone easy to, you know, read” (IS, 95) and “Punctuation, spelling 

correctness. It has to be readable”.  (AC, 95) 

 

Some students explicitly referred to a reader’s needs by focussing on 

writing in a certain way to ensure understanding.  For example, JP (95) described a 

need “to answer the question in a concise manner so that other people can 

understand (0.4)”. She linked readability with procedural knowledge, emphasising 

correct use of conventions and flow if her  writing was to be clear. She continued: 

 

…the next thing I’d probably put after that was to help the conciseness of it 
would be to get the grammatical stuff right and the spelling right and 
punctuation and stuff like, so it’s easy to read, so the piece flows from one 
idea to another and it ((doesn’t)) get stuck. It’s not jerky.  (JP, 95) 
 

Her description echoed expectations stated by lecturers of first-year 

students as previously described. Lecturers of first-years had emphasised the need 

for correct use of conventions and writing that was coherent. 

 

Other students recognised a need to keep a reader interested or 

entertained through knowing how to write.  
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And I think making, getting, keeping the reader interested (). Keeping you 
interested right through it. Um, make sure they can understand what you are 
trying to say as well.  I think that’s really important because it’s the reader 
who is going to need to find out what it’s all about.  I mean I might understand 
it, but I’ve got to make sure they understand it and I’m not sure that I can do 
that. (GA, 95:104-106) 
 
Probably flow.  Um, you can understand it. You just don’t waffle on forever.  
Um, it’s sort of entertaining when you read. It’s not all boring and in another 
language.  Um, it’s easy to understand. (NF, 95:56-58) 
 
Planning, um use of wordage again um (0.5) factual, supportive (    ) [ok]   
(0.5) readable,  readable (      ). You know just sit there and read it and it will 
make sense to whoever you give it to. (RS, 95:51-53) 
 
Generally, first-year students recognised that how they wrote an 

assignment would influence its readability. They identified those features they 

believed would achieve this and related this to the rhetorical demands of the task. 

They believed this was a factor in writing ‘success’. 

 

Rhetorical Knowledge and Register 
 

In describing types of discourses that they needed to apply to successful 

assignment writing, several students referred to conventions of writing and stylistic 

features that created a perceived academic tone or register. Students recognised 

that writing in an academic way meant writing in a particular voice, or with 

authority.  For example:  

 

Um extensive knowledge of what you are arguing before you put pen to paper 
and um being able to put it across diplomatically with back up behind to what 
you are saying without sort of getting on your soapbox too much. (SM, 95:12-
15) 
 
Register as a notion of “diplomacy” versus “soapbox” writing was related to 

the role that perspective played in successful assignment writing. Students 

distinguished between “fact” and “opinion” in explanations of discourse knowledge 

as an attribute of success. However, there were inconsistencies in how they 

viewed this distinction. Some stated it was important to “have an opinion” or “to 

have a point of view”.  Others sought to write about facts and to avoid personal 

opinion or unsubstantiated and/or biased argument. For example: 
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Um, well you are defining the topic and… Defining the topic um finding 
alternative views about you know whatever the topic is and hopefully coming 
up with something new would be really good.  That’s hard, to have an opinion. 
I suppose backed up by research. (RA, 95:10-13) 
 
Um, well researched. Um, know what the topic is about. Draft.  Make a draft.  
Um, organise ideas.  Um. Um, check um paragraph (???) and presentation of 
the assignment. Yep.  And make sure it’s factual.   (PW, 95:18-22) 
 
Um, probably the know-how or skills to be able to set out the writing in a 
particular order, sequence as in. you know, what you are going to put in your 
introduction. How to introduce the subject and then put the main aspect of the 
idea into the body of the writing and conclude by not only giving your opinion 
but also going over, summarising what you’ve just talked about previously.  
(PS, 95:16-20) 
 
These responses suggest that students perceived personal opinion, opinion 

supported with references, and factual information all affected the way they went 

about assignment writing. However, they perceived the relative weighting of issues 

quite differently. Different lecturers’ expectations and assignment task 

requirements seemed to contribute to this variation. For example, students 

identified a range of expectations they encountered from lecturers about how they 

were to write. For some students this was confusing as reported in Section 2. For 

others it was helpful.  

Fourth-Year Students 
 

Fourth-year students drew on four years of study to describe how different 

contexts reflected different writing experiences. They recalled difficulties in moving 

from one writing context to another with similar descriptions to those they had used 

as first-years. They also related the role that context played in their sense of writing 

to audience or knowing lecturers’ expectations. They described problems they 

encountered. However, they generally accepted the problematic as part of the 

university writing experience, or expressed annoyance at a lecturer’s failure to 

identify his or her expectations.  KM (98) described her reaction when she 

discovered she had written an assignment that did not meet a lecturer’s 

expectations: 

 

Sometimes you can end up being in a position where you've worked and 
presented something but it wasn't actually what they wanted, and you think 
well, you know and they wrote some comment on the end that says you 
know, you should have gone somewhere else. And you think well if you had 
told me( ) if you had made that clear that was what you wanted. (KM, 98:344-
348) 
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RA (98) described how she had read and researched a topic without 

difficulty but had problems actually writing the essay: 

 

The writing absolutely. I'll do all the reading. I'll mean I'll read. I'll probably 
make a great researcher if somebody else would write for me. Cause I don't 
mind the reading. Whereas other people have a real problem with actually 
reading the article. But I read it with interest and enjoy it. You know, and get a 
lot out of it and I feel then but see that's the thing. I feel then like I know it and 
then I don't want to write about [yeah ] because it’s boring. (RA, 98:292-297) 
 

Part of her difficulty was knowing how much she needed to write: 

 

So now you've got to state the obvious. And then I forget to state the obvious. 
[oh] because I think that you know they know this too.  And quite often I think 
why didn't I say that [yes]. You know you get in that frame, that mind set that 
you’re sort of talking to yourself rather than talking to an audience, some 
audience that's meant to, well I mean you've got to assume that they know 
something haven't you? But some of the comments that they put on, you'd 
think they don't know anything. You know, I don't know sometimes. (300-306) 
 

Rhetorical Knowledge and Content  
 

Students acknowledged the role that context played in knowing how to 

write. They described how they accommodated this. For example, LP (98) believed 

using the appropriate language to express ideas had an influence on a reader’s 

assessment of the writing. She identified a need for: 

 

Expressing your ideas, as it has such an impact on things that you write about 
using the right language when you can convey your message clearly. It has a 
better impact on the reader. You know, you're just searching all the time for 
better words to sort of explain your ideas. (LP, 98:161-165) 
 

Fourth-year students generally did not appear to have difficulty in writing 

about a topic. When they did identify this as an issue, it was related to subjects that 

were electives. They were cognisant of the effects of contextual factors such as the 

lecturer’s expectations and subject matter, and the effects these had on their 

assignment writing. Yet they had confidence to determine their own views of topic, 

and made decisions about writing accordingly: For example, SM (98) described 

how her own perceptions of the topic influenced the way she answered the 

question: 
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When you take in cultural differences and all that sort of thing and so much of 
it just seemed not realistic. Lovely on paper. Great in theory. Totally 
unpractical in a reality situation. So I think it also hindered the way you wrote. 
(SM, 98:54-58) 
 

Rhetorical Knowledge and Readability  
 

While some students identified features of writing that contributed to 

readability, they did not describe their effects on the reader, or lecturer. One fourth-

year student explicitly associated readability with a reader’s needs. AC (98) 

perceived the role of reader as marker and identified a need for her writing to offer 

something different from that of other students. For example, she believed that an 

assignment: 

 

Has to tell a story. It can't be just listing facts, I don't think. I think you have to 
have some kind of um angle or perspective a point of view. And make it 
interesting to the reader. Because you've got to know he’s going to get 100 
assignments, 100 essays of the same thing. So I think if yours has a bit of 
twist or angle to it or something and still covers the question. I think that's um 
that's good for assignment writing.  (AC, 98:314-321) 
 
She also recognised there were specific things required in some 

assignments and how important it was to address these in the writing:  

 

Um and then just have all the technical things that they're looking for. If they 
want it APA style referencing you have to know how to do that and um make 
sure again you’re answering the question. If it’s an analysis make sure you 
are doing an analysis. Um and the rest will follow. I think once you get the 
confidence in those then you can start looking at it from a different point of 
view and putting twists in it and doing things like that. (AC, 98: 321-326) 
 

RS (98) recognised how readers responded differently to her assignments. 

While she believed effective assignments were “writing, communicating exactly 

what you say so the other person can understand”, she described how different 

readers would respond:  “But then it depends on who I give it to. Because some 

people can read it and say, ‘Yeah you know, great’. And other people say, ‘A bit 

too complicated’, “. (RS, 98:699-722) 

 

Rhetorical Knowledge and Register 
 

Fourth-year students identified a role for register in producing a successful 

academic assignment. They associated academic writing with voice, but did not 
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detail the role fact or opinion should play in writing as they had as first-year 

students. They compared their developing writing style across time, describing a 

need to express ideas coherently. GA (98:422) felt she had improved in this area: 

“Yeah definitely.  I've come a long way. And my style was pretty bad in the 

beginning”. However, she perceived writing style as “just a very academic, uni 

thing”. (453) She continued to describe her view of style and her own writing: 

 

So I just say it straight out in plain English and lecturers don't go for that as 
much. They go for all this highfaluting language [ ] yeah big words. So I guess 
I’m lacking in that area but um yeah. [ OK ] being able to make sorry, being 
able to make somebody else's words sound good in a different way [yep] I 
mean there is a real skill to that and I don't really know that I  have that sort of 
skill.  (GA, 98:454-459) 
 

SM (98) described the importance of having a clear introduction and 

conclusion “Rather than sort of having a fluffy little blurb and then writing and then 

just having a nothing finish. I realise that your last part to every assignment is what 

either saves you or sinks you”. (156-158) She saw her writing needed to 

accommodate an  “academic context” by “having back up. Like researching and 

getting back up so that it’s not what I think personally. So it has a bit of substance 

about it. Um just putting it into a context where it says something but it’s not just 

sort of like a conversation. It really tells you your point and um brings it down into a 

bit more a meaningful thing. (165-169) 

 

SS (98) described how writing for an audience influenced the words she 

used in her writing: 

 

Um yeah I've consciously thought about grammar and that sort of thing. So 
now when I'm writing I consciously think 'what am I writing in past or present' 
or you know that sort of thing. So I guess that's really improved. Um yeah just 
writing like for the audience sort of thing not always using um baby words. 
Like for a lecturer they know all the terms. They sort of don't beat around the 
bush too much like ramble too much sort of thing.  So I guess yeah just 
choose like writing for the audience and that sort of thing. (SS, 98:398-404) 
 

Register was associated with choice of word. For example IS (98) 

perceived a relationship between the complexity of sentences and words with 

academic register:   

 

Yeah, also the way of wording my sentences. Trying to make it more complex 
not extremely complex, just re-word them so they sound a bit more 
professional I suppose, more academic. (IS, 98:421-423) 
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Summary 
 

Students recognised that successful assignment writing is influenced by 

accommodating those contextual demands related to the rhetorical problem. They 

described the importance of rhetorical knowledge in writing successful 

assignments. Rhetorical knowledge was related to knowing what and how the 

lecturer wanted when marking assignments. They described how content, 

language and style changed according to different lecturers’ expectations. First-

year students described how they attempted to accommodate contextual demands 

in their writing. They described the problems they encountered as they attempted 

to make sense of the differing events and expectations they experienced in and 

across subjects. Fourth-year students appeared more philosophical about this. 

While they reported difficulties in modifying writing to suit a writing context, they 

appeared to think this was a condition of writing at university. 

 

Summary of Qualitative Outcomes: Students and Lecturers 
 

Qualitative results elaborated the quantitative results by reporting student 

and lecturer perspectives as they described their experiences related to academic 

writing as a feature of assignment writing.  Students described how they sought 

knowledge about assignment writing that would focus their approach to writing. 

They reported positive and negative experiences encountered as they had 

attempted to acquire knowledge associated with completing assignment tasks. 

Their searches for knowledge about what to write and about how to write had been 

successful in different ways. In some cases, students found that they could form 

and clarify understandings about task demands by talking to lecturers and 

community members and by reading documents such as subject outlines and 

criteria sheets. However, in other instances, they did not. Furthermore, many 

students found lecturer expectations inconsistent. Their descriptions illustrate 

confusion or frustration.  

 

As reported in the previous chapter, there were year level differences 

reported in the quantitative data. First-year students felt the key to success was 

knowing what a lecturer wanted them to write. Being clear in understanding this 

then required them to seek out information “known” by another – the lecturer. They 
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did this by asking “what “ questions rather than “how”. Generally, first-year students 

used a range of practices to do this. However, they described these attempts to 

clarify the “what” associated with writing as frustrating and confusing. 

 

Fourth-year students’ descriptions were similar in many ways to those of 

first-year students. However, their frustrations and confusions across previous 

years had transformed to an independence in their descriptions of themselves as 

assignment writers.  They still believed lecturers had an important role in helping 

them know what and how to write. However, they expressed a more self-reliant 

approach in knowing how to write. They had become more confident as 

assignment writers in this respect and recognised the significant agency they had 

in constructing success.  

 

Lecturers shared perspectives about their “helping” role that differed when 

they spoke of teaching first-year students or fourth-year students. Major differences 

were that the level of help decreased for fourth-year students and that lecturers 

expected that procedural aspects of fourth year’s writing would demonstrate what 

they had learned about the topic.  

 

In conclusion, analyses of quantitative and qualitative data reported in this 

chapter indicate that while both declarative and procedural domains are important, 

knowing how to write has greater significance for students’ success as writers of 

assignments than knowing what to write. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Discussion 
 

Foreword 
 

This discussion is organised around the three questions that guided the 

research. 

 

How do university students describe their experiences as assignment writers? 
How do university students develop literacy practices needed to write 
assignments? 
What constitutes success in the writing of assignments?     
 

Findings from quantitative and qualitative analyses of data converged to 

provide general answers to these questions: 

 

University students reported different experiences as assignment writers 
depending on their stage of progression through the four years of their degree 
program.  
Students identified a variety of factors that helped them to develop 
appropriate literacy practices as they progressed through their course.  
Procedural knowledge is a critical factor for success in writing assignments. 
 

Generally, students’ perceptions about themselves and about their abilities 

as assignment writers changed across year-levels and coursework course 

contents. However, those things that they saw as likely to develop the declarative 

and procedural knowledge to write assignments successfully remained consistent 

and stable across year-levels. This happened regardless of whether different 

cohorts were compared or the same students were tracked. Furthermore, there 

was a positive relation between students’ perceptions of their procedural 

knowledge about writing assignments and their academic performance. The views 

students held about writing assignments in an academic way, including in an 

academic genre, and about how lecturers wanted them to write were associated 

with grade-point averages. This chapter provides a detailed discussion of these 

findings and their implications. 

How Do University Students Describe Their Experiences as Assignment Writers? 
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On beginning university studies, students enter a new learning context and 

encounter a learning community that expects particular behaviours from its 

members. Beginning students are positioned as novice members. Their sense of 

who they are and of what they can do is influenced implicitly and/or explicitly by 

other members of the community into which they are entering.  

 

In this study, accounts from community members described assignment 

writing. These were particular versions of academic writing underpinned and 

contextualised by each informant’s experiences. An important outcome was that 

multiple realities were recorded as descriptions of successful assignment writing, 

literacy practices, and development. The process of data gathering, descriptions of 

academic social activities, and practices as described by informants were 

documented and interpreted within a social constructivist paradigm. Students and 

lecturers described a community where common and idiosyncratic knowledge 

interact to shape experience, knowledge and outcomes. The interaction is dynamic 

and forceful. It situates student experience within a writing community where ways 

of writing are embedded in ways of knowing. A theorised account of this process 

forms the basis of the discussion. 

Theorising Experience and Encultured Knowledge 
 

In this chapter, discussion of results reported in Chapters 4 and 5 is 

presented within a sociocultural theoretical perspective of knowledge construction, 

as reviewed in Chapter 2. Sociocultural influences on the ways in which a writing 

community engages collectively with knowledge construction constitute the 

acquisition of knowledge about literacy practices and success as a socio-cognitive 

process. I was interested in understanding how cultural activity influences the 

“knowing and doing” of literacy (Brandt, 1992) over time. As argued in Chapter 3, 

cognition was conceptualised as a social construction shaped by experience. 

Results reported in Chapters 4 and 5 support Green and Ackerman’s (1995) call to 

expand the constructivist metaphor by examining rhetorical influences on 

processes and practices as experienced by community members. The following 

discussion theorises findings of the current study and accounts for how individuals 

accommodate personal and communal understandings of assignment writing within 

an institutionalised writing community.   
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Typically, experiences are the bases of understanding  (Berkenkotter, 

Huckin, & Ackerman, 1991); understanding informs knowledge; knowledge shapes 

action; and in turn, action creates experiences. In relation to writing assignments, a 

writer’s experience, understanding, knowledge and action are constructed by a 

writing context (Brandt, 1995; Chin, 1994). This cycle of knowledge construction 

results in differentiated outcomes for students as they act differently on and react to 

experiences that inform and reform understandings and knowledge of what and 

how to write. Throughout this cycle, the students in this study identified a range of 

things that influenced their experiences as writers.  A differentiating feature of 

student experiences was the context in which they occurred. Writing contexts were 

seen as complex mixtures in which purposes, expectations, and tasks combined in 

different ways to create different writing demands. Students contributed to the 

writing context as they constructed and reconstructed a task according to their own 

orientations to a rhetorical problem. They interpreted task demands based on past 

experiences, information they had about the task, and knowledge of the task topic. 

Throughout this process, they identified forces that factored into the ways in which 

they responded to experiences, and thus influenced the writing outcomes. An 

account of how contextual force factors shape student experiences as encultured 

knowledge (Hamilton, 1999; Blackler, 1995) was incorporated into a model 

designed to explain the cycle. 

 

Force Factors and Knowledge Construction 
 

The term force factors refers to factors that have potential to exert power 

and to control action, emerging in particular contexts as a result of communal 

needs. Force factors are influential and purposeful in initiating action.  They may be 

external or internal to the individual writer. These factors may be driven or shaped 

by economic, political, social, cultural, ethnic agenda or combinations of these, 

depending on the learning context.  

 

In this study, external force factors emerged as official documents and 

members of the academic community. They shaped writing as a cultural and social 

experience. Force factors centered on academic determinates that influenced ways 

students made sense of their experiences when writing assignments. For example, 

official documents such as university policy, course requirements, subject outlines 

and assessment criteria sheets privileged particular social and cultural practices 
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that presupposed specific declarative, procedural and conditional knowledge. Such 

documents were designed as artefacts of encultured knowledge, representing 

versions of preferred ways of knowing that translated into preferred ways of writing.  

 

First-year students engaged in considerable effort to explicate this 

knowledge. They reported having been buffeted by external force factors that 

appeared difficult to identify and understand. In some instances, force factors 

remained invisible. Some students were unaware of the role they had played in 

shaping their actions as writers and their perceptions of themselves as writers. For 

others, force factors were evident in how they described themselves as writers and 

understood those things that had impacted on their development as writers. These 

students were cognisant of the effects that subject outlines, assessment criteria, 

due dates, and literacy standards had played in determining what knowledge was 

valued by those who assessed their work and how it was to be displayed through 

writing. 

 

Internal force factors reside and act within an individual. While they may 

result from personal, interpersonal, economic, political, social, cultural, ethnic 

agendas, internal force factors are always individually determined.  External and 

internal factors may overlap. For example, an individual’s personal target for 

securing a well-paid professional position may result in a deliberate attention to 

negotiating assessment tasks. This may predispose him/her to correctly apply a 

particular referencing style when writing an assignment and identifying and using 

this may be aligned with external academic policy that standardises the use of 

referencing in a particular degree program.  Force factors account for why 

individuals or members of a group participate initially in an activity. They have 

potential to activate knowledge construction as a result of this participation.   This is 

represented as an activation point in the model in Figure 28.  
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Figure 28. Force factors as potentials for activating knowledge construction. 

 
 The potential that force factors have to activate knowledge 

construction depends on a set of enabling conditions being in place. Force factors 

and enabling conditions are different. The former stimulate a need to act. The latter 

combine to operationalise forces and facilitate action.  

 

Enabling Conditions 
 

When individuals attempt to make sense of writing tasks in the light of 

experience, a set of enabling conditions facilitates the transformation of personal 

learning as communal practice. Walberg (1984) and Diperna and Elliott (2000) 

have proposed theoretical models to explain those influences that determine 

educational outcomes. Walberg’s theory of educational productivity, together with 

Diperna and Elliott’s description of academic enablers, have contributed to the 

conceptualisation of enabling conditions as represented here. Enabling conditions 

are seen as those personal, social, environmental and cognitive predispositions 

that facilitate learning outcomes. For example, personal conditions center on 

affective influences that affect how an individual responds to a writing encounter. 

They include one’s attitude, motivation, and emotional response to a presenting 

task. Social conditions enable the application of interpersonal skills to construct 

shared knowledge through collaboration, interaction and relationships. 

Environmental conditions relate to aspects of time, place and space that cater to 

the physical needs of writers. Cognitive enablers relate to the psychological 

aspects of writing. They are the declarative, procedural and conditional-thinking 
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processes required to engage critically with a writing task and its associated 

demands. 

 

 Environmental conditions have the potential to orient writers and affect 

their reactions to force factors that have initiated writing action. The contributing 

attributes described here are not exhaustive, but they play an enabling role in 

constructing encultured knowledge. They create a meaningful experiential context 

where forces impelling their action make sense to participants engaging in an 

activity. In this model, a conceptualisation of knowledge construction is embedded 

in the interaction between personal, social, environmental and cognitive influences 

where individuals respond to forces that shape ways of knowing. A positive co-

ordination of these forces has been labelled ‘collusion’.   

 

As evidenced in this study, when enabling conditions are in place 

participants are likely to collude with force factors and commit to developing writing 

practices through clarifying understandings of task demands. If such conditions are 

not in place, participants’ responses will result in ‘collision’ with force factors 

resulting in learning that may be unpredictable in terms of lecturer expectations. 

For example, when lecturers design assignment tasks and marking criteria, they 

typically expect that students will develop colluding declarative and procedural 

knowledge as they engage with reading, researching, planning and writing. 

However, as reported in Chapter 5 many students, encountered difficulty 

understanding an assignment topic or question, or knowing how to write an essay 

because they had drawn on knowledge formed in different writing contexts such as 

high school or TAFE. They had been operating on pre-existing cognitive enabling 

conditions related to procedural knowledge about writing. These proved 

disenabling for some. This is depicted as the collision pathway in Figure 29. 
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Figure 29.  Enabling conditions for developing as an assignment writer. 

 

University students described their experiences as writers in terms of 

conditions that had influenced their approaches when writing assignments. For 

example, they described cognitive and social demands, and affective influences 

that shaped their understandings of assignment writing and of themselves as 

writers. Students responded differently to the interactions they experienced among 

personal, social, environmental and cognitive conditions in different ways. Some 

colluded with forces as documented in subject outlines, assessment tasks and 

criteria sheets or in lecturers’ explanations of an assignment question. Collusion 

was enabled through the continuities (Graff, 1986) they encountered in new 

learning contexts. For example, those students who encountered cognitive 

continuities in knowing what to write and in knowing how to write built on existing 

knowledge as they adapted or modified ways of knowing for a university context.  

They progressed as writers when ways they interpreted assignment questions and 

criteria sheets prompted and enhanced knowledge and action. In colluding with 

these forces, they developed an experiential understanding of task demands. This 

produced encultured knowledge about what to write and about how to write in a 

university context. The emphasis placed on meeting these identified demands 

changed over time. Some students saw sense in colluding with writing demands as 
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explicated in documents or in lecturers’ explanations.  Others reacted to what they 

encountered by constructing such demands as  ‘non-sense’. A consequence of this 

was a collision between conditions and social expectations. 

 

This model helps explain the collision that some first-year students 

described when social conditions on which they drew to make sense of university 

assignment writing were based on high school, college or TAFE experiences.  Pre-

existing external force factors had impacted on constructions of declarative and 

procedural knowledge in prior rhetorical contexts. These appear to have interfered 

with students’ sense-making efforts in the university setting to the extent that they 

held tenaciously to old rather than to assimilate required of them. Such experiential 

histories (Dewey, 1958) interact with and counteract force factors for change during 

a writing transaction.  These are negative effects. They act as barriers to students’ 

success in filtering existing knowledge and integrating the new in the knowledge 

construction process. If students reconcile these cognitive discontinuities, they may 

re-establish a meaningful learning pathway. If not, collisions may have significant 

consequences as learning develops.  When students in this study experienced 

irreconcilable differences between their writing expectations and those of the 

writing community, they made decisions about assignment writing that made sense 

to them. Personal agency intervened. For some, this resulted in creating 

idiosyncratic solutions to rhetorical problems. For example, IS (95) described how 

she reconciled the heteroglossic voices encountered in a tutorial discussion about 

an assignment task: 

 
 I just did it how I thought. I mean everyone else has their way of saying it… 
was just, you know. After our class had discussed, you know, what we do, but 
everyone has different ideas of what it’s about. So I just ignored them and did 
my own work.  (IS, 95:216-219) 
 
As a fourth-year student, IS (98) had survived collisions encountered during 

her years of study and recognised the role a reader/marker played in shaping her 

writing. She described how she had changed as a writer: 

 

 I think previously when I first maybe year twelve or first year of uni, I was just 
pretty vague and just wanted to make sure I could more or less get my pass. I 
knew it just wasn't…. airy I knew it was airy-fairy compared to other people’s. 
I was just happy getting a pass cause I wasn't that great at English so. I think 
now I'm trying to, I don't know, write more academically I suppose. [are you?] 
I'm trying to use bigger words I suppose. (IS, 98) 
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IS (98) adjusted how she wrote over time, incorporating the language of 

lecturers: 

 

Yeah especially words that the teachers (lecturers) use as well. They use 
certain words and I try to incorporate those in those assignments as well. (IS, 
98:359-364) 
 

She recognised this as a way to: 

…gain bonus points I suppose. Pathetic but ultimately you have to do what 
the lecturer wants to get good marks. (IS, 98: 392-392) 
 

In some instances, collisions result in failure. However, this may offer 

opportunities for students to learn how to collude with the academy and progress 

as writers. For example, although GS (98) was “devastated” (285) when she failed 

a subject in first-year, she recognised how she had learnt from the experience.  

 

Now ( ) the next year when I did it again,  the next year I did really well. But I 
like, I got a credit- a high credit for it. But they changed the structure of the 
assignment which I..  but I felt more confident in the subject and I knew when 
they were talking about things what it meant and I think that helped me a lot 
too. So in the long run failing the subject helped me understand a lot better. I 
could use it more easily now and understand the concept. (GS, 98: 277-284) 
 

However, when collisions were not reconciled in ways that made sense to 

students, confusion prevailed. NL (95) described how she had failed an 

assignment in first semester, first-year: 

 

 I got it wrong. I didn't know what I did wrong…. In another class, a member 
copied one basically and had all the same ideas and did really well and I 
failed and I go hang on what's going on? .. He had all the same core ideas 
and I thought I had done pretty well actually and then I failed. (NL, 95: 98-
112) 
 

NL (95) did not find feedback on the criteria sheet helpful in explaining her 

result. Nor did she seek clarification directly with the lecturer, as it was the end of 

the semester. NL (95) had not resolved this at the time of the interview in second 

semester and did not graduate from the degree program.  

 

 Collusions and collisions were by all students interviewed in the study. 

They may account for how experiences directly influence students’ integration into 

the assignment and assessment cultures of a university. The consequences of 

collision for students remain speculative in this study. There is evidence that some 
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students learn from collision encounters while others do not. However, the model 

captures the proposition that collusion or collision encounters with force factors set 

in motion a cycle of critical events that explains why students succeed or fail in 

developing literacy practices needed to write assignments. Those students not 

represented in the fourth year data had failed, withdrawn or had transferred to 

other programs. In this sense it offers one explanation for the high rates of attrition 

in the 1995/1998 cohorts of this study. 

 

How Do University Students Develop Literacy Practices Needed To Write 
Assignments? 

 

Students’ descriptions of writing experiences differed across year levels, 

subjects, and contexts. They reported how critical events contributed to their views 

of themselves as writers, and to their development as writers. When reflecting on 

assignments generally, first-year students were less confident about meeting the 

rhetorical and task demands of assignment writing than fourth-year students. 

Second-year students were even more under-confident. However, when these 

experiences were contextualised within a specified subject, the perceptions were 

quite different. First-year students were more confident than fourth-year students in 

meeting the task demands associated with a nominated subject. There was one 

significant exception.   Fourth-year students were more confident about writing in 

an academic genre. Quantitative data suggested second-year students were in 

transition after 18 months of acculturation (Farnham-Diggory, 1994) into the 

academic writing community. While second-year students reported more difficulty 

with the task demands of writing and knowing what to write, they reported less 

difficulty in writing in an academic genre, and this trend continued with fourth-year 

students. As students interacted with members of the university’s writing 

community they encountered critical events that were dynamic and directive. Their 

accounts of these events provide insights about how they developed literacy 

practices needed to write assignments. 

Changing views and practices can be explained by critical events that 

students reported as assignment writers. 

 

Critical Events and Literacy Practices  
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Once enabling conditions have established an environment for learning, a 

chain of events is set in motion. For example a student reads an assignment 

question, checks the criteria, and consults with the relevant lecturer on the 

appropriateness of the interpretation of the question. These are events that set a 

student on a pathway to collusion or collision. These events are multiple and critical 

in determining the direction of the learning, contributing to the rhetorical context 

and momentum for learning (Fletcher, 2002, 2003). They have capacity to sustain 

collusion or create collision encounters as students attempt to resolve a rhetorical 

problem. In the former, events link individual learning experiences as chains of 

evolving understandings that are shared, facilitating encultured learning through 

cycles of negotiation. This transforms individual knowledge into collective 

understandings. In the latter, critical events may interrupt this acculturation process 

by creating collision encounters in knowledge construction.   

 

For many students, rhetorical problems were embedded in rhetorical 

contexts where efforts to clarify writing expectations were not productive and 

confronting views remained unresolved. Nystrand (1989) has explained how writers 

create a temporarily shared social reality (TSSR) that allows a reader to connect 

meaningfully with a writer’s intended viewpoint. This may account for ways to 

conceptualise students’ attempts to link with lecturers during tutorials, lectures and 

consultations. In these contexts, a TSSR would assist explanations and 

expectations related to a rhetorical problem to be negotiated by students and 

lecturers. A positive TSSR would help students collude with their lecturer-reader-

marker as both negotiated interpretations into understood working plans. In its 

absence, uncertainties about one’s differing viewpoints, interpretations, 

expectations and procedures most likely persisted, presenting a basis for critical 

events for students.  

 

Critical events have potential to cause collisions during cycles of 

negotiation. When encountering conflicting or confusing information an individual is 

likely to renegotiate understandings of what to write and how to write it. In this 

instance, writers’ sense-making efforts about knowing and doing may result in 

rejecting information presented from the confounding source, reconceptualising it 

or resisting the encounter as a learning event entirely. Collisions send writers on 

learning pathways that may not be aligned to those expected by the academic 

community. This sets off a chain of events affecting the acculturation of students. 

They may reorient and reapproach learning in a more collusive way. More likely, 

   239



 

they will dissociate from the lecturers’ views, taking a harsh or cynical position on 

the enterprise. Further, collisions have the potential to reverberate across the 

community and initiate a collective response that may introduce new ways of 

understanding to all members. Generally, collisions operate at an individual level 

creating confusion or conflict or inconsistencies that are obvious in their effect on 

the individual. They create rhetorical conundrums for students as they respond to a 

rhetorical problem.  Enculturation is an outcome of students’ successful efforts to 

resolve such rhetorical conundrums. However, conundrums are located in 

rhetorical contexts where community-writing expectations often remain invisible, 

inconsistent or inexplicable. 

 

In this study, students’ descriptions of their encounters with the academic 

community identified a range of critical events that had shaped their understanding 

of assignment writing and their development of effective literacy practices. They 

responded to these events differently as they engaged in a cycle of interpreting, 

writing, reviewing and clarifying what they were to produce in their written 

assignments. They interacted to varying degrees with the writing community in 

attempts to understand the task demands of writing. These interactions often 

resulted in critical events with the potential to transform or stabilise understandings 

about writing. Transformed understandings resulted in modified or new writing 

practices. Stabilised understandings resulted in maintaining existing practices  

 

  Students described how consultations, input from lecturers, 

discussions with friends or information gained from documents such as criteria 

sheets or subject outlines produced critical events. These events triggered further 

cycles of action where students either colluded or collided with information 

encountered. When colluding students adjusted their understandings of writing 

demands and attempted to adapt their writing practices to reflect community 

expectations. Alternatively, in collision encounters they remained mystified, 

uncertain or unaccepting about what to write and how to write. Critical events 

positioned and re-positioned them as assignment writers, with each event having 

the potential to create a conundrum. For some, the conundrum was resolved 

through accommodating rhetorical demands of the writing task. For others, the 

rhetorical conundrum remained a mystery.  

 

The value of such events is that they focus and direct knowledge 

construction. Consequently, they shape students as writers. Students react to this 
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positioning by colluding and adapting their writing practices or by colliding and 

resisting learning that might modify their practices. In either case, they react 

explicitly or tacitly as they engage with the writing task. This is illustrated in Figure 

30 below. 

 

Collusion

no

yes 
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-social 

Activation
point 

Force 
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          Resistant learning 

Critical events 
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learning 

Collision 

 
Figure 30. Experiential model accounting for development as an assignment writer. 

 

What Constitutes Success in the Writing of Assignments? 
 

Grade point average was used to quantify success in this study. The 

dominant form of assessment used to establish GPA in the education community 

was written assignments. The more positive a student was about knowing how to 

write assignments in an academic way, how to write in an academic genre, and 

about how lecturers wanted them to write, the more successful they were in their 

studies. 

 

Two major forms of success evolved from the study. Academic success as 

measured by GPA associated strongly with students’ positivity about how to write, 

notably in relation to genre and colluding with lecturers’ expectations. Personal 
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success was highlighted in the qualitative data as students spoke of their 

collusions, collisions and learning. 

 

Students who interacted with the writing community in ways that developed 

writing practices associated with knowing how to write tended to be successful in 

both ways. They encountered critical events throughout their years of study that 

placed them on different pathways of action and learning. In making sense of these 

events, they transformed their understandings about how to participate as a writer 

in the academic community. Students’ accounts of their writing experiences 

described efforts to collude with the writing community and the collisions that 

sometimes resulted.  For some students, collisions resulted in failure or withdrawal 

from the course. Others re-evaluated their understandings, processes and 

practices as they made sense of the rhetorical conundrum.  

 

First-year students were less confident than those in their fourth year of 

study in knowing what and how to write, but they found more things helpful. They 

were on a quest to discover what lecturers wanted them to write and to understand 

how lecturers wanted them to write it. They found information received from the 

TSSR helpful, but not all appeared to have established TSSR as part of their 

development of appropriate literacy practices. Collectively and individually, they 

colluded and collided within and across rhetorical contexts. Fourth-year students 

were more confident as writers, and less positive in their views of the value of 

“received information” from the academic community. They had survived four years 

of collusions and collisions. Their confidence in knowing what and how to write had 

made them more self-reliant when negotiating the assignment-writing conundrum 

and arriving at plans of action (Bartlett, 2003). As RD (98) suggested: 

 

I think a lot of people who do drop out don't fit in. Don't sort of make 
connections and things. And I think it might be ‘cause if you’re … especially 
when you’re in tutorial groups and talking about things and that. Um you 
know. If you make friends and talk about it and sort of the more you talk to the 
( ) . Cause I don't think people necessarily drop out because they can't do it. I 
think it’s very rarely that. Um well I don't know. Maybe not . Maybe I'm being 
naïve. Maybe people do drop out because they do fail a lot. But I just think 
that sometimes people might drop out because they just don't sort of fit… get 
a mould for themselves. (RD 98:685-693) 
 

For others, collisions were reported as opportunities to re-evaluate the 

writing community’s expectations. Some had accommodated these expectations. 

Others found expectations inconsistent and relied on their own constructions when 
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making decisions about ways to interpret questions and structure writing. An 

outcome of this was evident in the view represented in first-year quantitative data 

where generally, students found a range of information helpful. This view had 

changed, often significantly for fourth-year students. The exceptions were those 

instances in which fourth-year students found consultations with their lecturers and 

friends more helpful. However, fourth-year students were more confident as 

writers. Four years of trying to make sense of rhetorical conundrums encountered 

across tutorials, lectures and courses had given them an agentic approach to 

writing assignments.  

 

These students had successfully negotiated the rhetorical conundrum in 

assignment writing. Their reports indicated they had acted on collisions in ways 

that developed effective literacy practices. This is supported in the significant 

differences found in first and fourth-year GPA data where fourth-year students’ 

GPA’s were significantly higher. They had completed the course, graduating in 

1999. The attrition rate represented in the quantitative and qualitative sample was 

considerable. More than half the students interviewed in 1995 were not enrolled in 

the course in 1998. One student had died. However, students who, ‘don’t sort of fit’ 

(RD, 98) in the academic community may be causalities of the rhetorical 

conundrum as illustrated in the box titled “attrition” in the following figure. 
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Figure 31.  Experiential model: Collusions, collisions and consequences as an 
assignment writer. 

  

Lecturers 
 

Students recognised the important role that lecturers played in determining 

their success. They described positive and negative experiences with lecturers as 

they attempted to make sense of the rhetorical conundrum. Lecturers recognised 

that students encountered difficulties when writing assignments. Generally they did 

not see themselves as part of the problem. However, students believe that they are 

a significant part. As illustrated in student data, lecturers do not always provide 

easy and productive admission to a TSSR for students. It is clear that lecturers play 

an important role in acculturating students into the academic community and in 

determining what counts as successful assignment writing. They represent to 

students, and perhaps to themselves, an institutionalised view of effective 

assignment writing. However as individuals, they present personalised variations in 



 

their explanations of what counts and how this translates into practice. They are an 

integral part of the rhetorical conundrum that students encounter throughout their 

years of study.  

 

Lecturers and teaching staff affect students’ writing, development as 

writers, and success in three ways. First, they act as external force factors in 

activating the acculturating process for students. They produce or contribute to the 

policy documents that determine processes and practices related to assignment 

writing. They represent a collective expectation of what students should write and 

how they should write as members of an academic community through the 

assignment questions they ask, the subject outlines they write and the criteria 

sheets they develop.  

 

Second, lecturers influence the range and power of enabling conditions that 

help students collude with demands and expectations of the university writing 

community.  Ways they interact with students, establish relationships and set 

assignment tasks have the potential to affect the personal, social, environmental 

and cognitive conditions under which students plan, research, write and submit 

assignments. Lecturers affect students’ motivation, interest, ownership and control 

of an assignment task. Environmental conditions related to time for discussion, 

writing and feedback and the broader social interactions that relate to a task are 

affected by due dates and timelines that lecturers set. Space related issues, such 

as size of groups in lectures and tutorial determine the type of interactions that 

occur around assignment discussions and their frequency. Most importantly, 

lecturers privilege certain ways of knowing. As teacher, task setter, and reader-

marker, lecturers shape what and how students learn about what and how to write.  

 

Third, lecturers are important contributors to those critical events that 

students experience as they seek information to clarify their understandings of the 

writing task. When they articulate expectations for students as assignment writers 

in lectures, tutorials and consultations, they connect with students’ needs to know 

in ways that either make sense or confuse students. For students, the action 

consequence is collusion or collision and this determines encultured knowledge 

production.  For staff, it is acknowledging the interactive, collaborative nature of the 

process as noted by LC (95): 
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They have to interact with the task before they know what questions to ask. 
It’s a basis for both us and the students to get together. It's my hope in this 
subject that the students don't go through this one their own; that they come 
out of this at the end of the subject having done this in collaboration with 
themselves and their peers and the staff so that they learn through the 
experience.  
 

The difficulty of putting this into practice was highlighted by LY’s (99) 

description of lecturer-sourced collisions: 

 

 If there were more consistency across staff, the staff marking or feedback, 
they’d sort of do a lot better. I suspect that there are some staff who don’t 
care too much about the level of writing and others who do. So the students 
are getting a very mixed message probably about what’s important, and umm 
if they know they are going to get marked down if, then they do an extra draft 
to get somebody to proof read for them, others they won’t. And I think 
perhaps the fault lies with us somewhat. (LY, 1999:260-266) 
 

LZ (99) had a similar view of the confounding role that staff played: 

 

I think as a total staff we have very different expectations of our students. I 
don't know how we coordinate that. We are fairly careful not to criticise our 
colleagues in front of other students. So and we have some colleagues who 
tolerate stuff that other ones don't.  It's tolerable for us to live with it because 
we don't have to face up to the consequences of it. We're still nice to people 
in the corridor and have morning tea with them, but the students have to put 
up with the consequences of it because they get these inferences like one 
inconsistency is that certain things don't matter and in other instances they do 
matter. They matter enormously. And that's the inconsistencies that they don't 
know how to cope with. So they can't pick it in advance and I think we've got 
to do better. (LZ, 1999:304-310) 
 

For example, LZ (99) described how different expectations of tutors in one 

course he convened had contributed to students interpreting an assignment 

question differently. He explained how he adjusted the marks accordingly in an 

effort to reconcile the conundrum this had caused: 

 

Then there were two others that said they didn't figure that the mark they got 
was actually connected with the comments in that way. And what I found out 
was that there are three tutors and one of the tutors allowed the students to 
have a very, very different interpretation of what the question was. And the 
student of mine thought that that was a course liberalisation rather then a 
tutor liberalisation, because she's good mates with this other student. And 
she's not the type of student to make it up. So I re-marked her with that 
liberalisation in mind. So that was something that was sorted out. (347-351) 
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Lecturers in this study had different expectations of students as assignment 

writers depending on whether they lectured in first or fourth-year. While they 

believed they helped students understand these expectations as they applied at 

each level, for students this was not always the case. Neither was it clear that 

lecturers communicated to students that there was a quantum change in their 

expectations across year levels. 

 

Knowing how to write assignments in an academic way, in an academic 

genre, and knowing how lecturers want students to write, was associated with 

academic and personal success for students in this study. Those who believed 

they knew these things had higher GPAs and more agency as writers than those 

who perceived they did not. How students come to know as reported in the 

previous section highlighted the social sources that helped.  Students identified 

collisions and collusions that helped or hindered their construction of procedural 

knowledge. Central to this was the role the academic community played. While 

friends helped, lecturers determined what counted in these areas. In this sense, 

lecturers contribute to the rhetorical conundrum in critical ways as students come 

to understand the procedural requirements of an assignment. As clearly illustrated 

in the accounts of both students and lecturers in this study, understanding these 

aspects is not simply a consequence of lecturers providing “explicit, unambiguous 

and detailed guidelines during the first year of tertiary studies” (Levin, 2000).    

 

The proposed experiential writing model situates writing as a conundrum to 

be negotiated by an individual within a social community. It offers a more 

comprehensive account of the interdependence between individual and social 

agency (Billett, 2003) and knowledge construction. 

 

Why an Experiential Writing Model? 
 

The purpose of this model is to theorise ways that knowledge evolves in a 

learning community. It draws on results reported in this study but abstracts the 

findings in ways that apply to any learning organisation where members are 

inducted into collective processes and practices to achieve shared outcomes.  Its 

value resides in its explanatory power accounting for reality as a social 

construction, informed by individual experience that interactively shapes 

knowledge. It maps a complex process that explicates the social construction of 
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knowledge, fabricated in parts and wholes from experiences that have emerged as 

significant for the knower. It captures a view of reality as multiple, conflicting and 

changeable across learning contexts as reported by participants in this study. It 

identifies constitutive elements that interact to produce and shape knowledge.  It 

recognises the role external and internal factors have in activating and enabling 

experiences that emerge as significant for an individual and frame knowledge 

productions that determine outcomes. This significance explains the role agentic 

actions play in directing an individual to act on events thought to develop 

encultured knowledge. The model accounts for the dynamic, often unpredictable 

ways that members respond to those everyday social activities and practices 

associated with the work of a community. For participants in this study, this related 

to ways that members responded to sources of information and experiences 

related to assignment writing tasks as they moved in and out of different rhetorical 

contexts. 

 

The framework presented in Figure 31 offers members of a university 

community insight into how a range of factors and enabling conditions may or may 

not activate learning opportunities for assignment writing. It explicates the role that 

critical events play in determining knowledge construction and learning outcomes 

that may provide growth for students and lecturers. Ways individuals participate in 

and through these events are shaped and meditated by the degree of sense or 

non-sense encountered. In the latter, the resulting conundrum demands resolution 

if an individual is to progress as a successful member of the writing community. 

This model offers a way forward in resolving the conundrum by conceptualising 

critical events as socially negotiated learning opportunities. It accommodates the 

role individual agentic action plays in cognition and how this interacts within a 

social theory of knowledge construction. 

 

In making explicit the elements that contribute to ways of knowing, this 

model alerts members of a community to consciously recognise and act on 

external and internal factors that shape learning. It offers a framework for members 

to respond to calls for the academic community to be more explicit and visible in 

identifying expectations for students. The call alone is not a solution for lecturers 

and students. Expectations of lecturers and students need to be explicated, 

negotiated, and co-constructed within the context of the writing task where critical 

events can be collectively understood.  
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When individuals enter a community and participate in collective practices 

aware of the external or internal agenda that frame the learning, their abilities to 

evaluate outcomes critically are enhanced. This model provides a framework for 

planning, implementing and evaluating a university’s success in establishing such 

enhancement. 

Implications 
 

As at the end of 2003, there had been no research reported in the literature 

on how university students’ experiences in an education faculty affected their 

perceptions of themselves as assignment writers and their development over time. 

Most composition studies focus on first-year experiences or snapshot data across 

the years. In this study, quantitative and qualitative data tracked students’ writing 

experiences and showed how a set of constitutive elements had changed their 

perceptions.  

 

Theories of writing as a social practice appear to explain such changes 

(Berkenkotter, Huckin, & Ackerman, 1991, 1989; Green & Ackerman, 1995; Street, 

2000). However in this study, an attempt was made to construct learning as a 

reciprocal process embedded in the interactions between the cognitive and social 

learning experiences encountered (Billett, 2003; Valsiner & van de Veer 2000) as 

individual and collective experiences shaped change. When students’ 

understandings of what counts as literate practice in assignment writing are 

developed through meaningful situated experiences, their confidence and 

competence evolves.  

 

Factors associated with the development of knowing what, how, and when 

to write are strongly associated with the nature and consistency of the acculturation 

and socialisation experiences of students. Students reacted to force factors and 

when enabling conditions were in place, sifting and sorting through critical events 

that framed their knowledge of what academic writing involved. For some students 

these events were learning opportunities. They developed procedural knowledge 

that would improve their writing. For others, events created barriers to knowing how 

to write. Students who reported that they knew how to write, were more successful 

than those who said that they did not.  
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For some students, the heteroglossic nature of voices within the academic 

community proved counterproductive. As reported in quantitative and qualitative 

results here, fourth-year students generally relied on their own resources when 

answering assignment questions. Quantitative data showed more fourth-year 

students found information about knowing what to write and how to write less 

helpful than did first-year students. Two exceptions were information from 

consultations and friends. Their accounts described interactive experiences that 

had been variously helpful across four years of study. Efforts to know what 

lecturers wanted in assignment writing too often had resulted in collision 

encounters that had produced confusion and frustration, and for many of them an 

eventual rejection of “lecturers” as a useful source of information. The disjunctions 

between students’ approaches and lecturers’ intentions (Norton, 1990) appear to 

have been an alienating experience for the majority of fourth-year students. 

Knowing what lecturers wanted was no longer their primary goal. The acculturation 

process and their success in navigating four years of study successfully had given 

these students confidence to make decisions for themselves as writers. Rather 

than relying on lecturers as sources of information they had become agentic. They 

determined what they should do when writing assignments. Some lecturers would 

view this as a positive development in their students. Others might call for a closer 

scrutiny of the attrition and progression data for their institutions to see whether the 

shift toward more agentic roles had resulted unintended and avoidable casualties.  

 

Limitations of the Study 
 

The research reported in this study was framed within a socio-cognitive 

view of knowledge and responded to Kell’s (1999) observation that “research on 

literacy in real contexts has argued for greater attention to the located and 

culturally variable dimensions of literacy in social practice” (1999). 

 

A strength of the study was its longitudinal base where quantitative and 

qualitative were gathered over a 4-year period. A statistical approach gave an 

institutionalised construction of academic writing as reported in perceptions and 

experiences of students as members of an academic writing community. Social- 

constructivist perspectives on writing were applied to re-interpreting quantitative 

results through the analysis of qualitative accounts in interview data.  As stated in 

Chapter 3, the constructed interpretations of these accounts recognise the 
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mediating role  of the researcher in re-presenting descriptions as one version of the 

multiple realities represented in the data. However, these methods offered insights 

into quantitative results by mapping lecturers’ and students’ perceptions of writing 

as experienced across contexts and over time. An interpretative approach offered a 

local view of how students had constructed their own understandings of writing. It 

was through analyses of qualitative data that the voices of this community were 

made available in this study, informing the quantitative findings and extending 

understandings.   

 

One methodological contribution to future studies is to endorse an approach 

where quantitative and qualitative data are self-informing, increasing the rigour of 

findings reported here. Relying on statistical analyses alone would have failed to 

document the complexities of writing as experienced in the academic community. 

Relying on interpretative analyses would have failed to identify the significance of 

changing perceptions over time and of the general relationship between knowing 

how to write assignments being successful in writing them. 

 

This study documents rhetoric that forms a view of what constitutes 

effective literacy practices when writing assignments as represented by members 

of one academic community. It is important to acknowledge the ‘situated’ view 

represented in this research and the constructed nature of the findings.  However, 

efforts to ensure the validity of findings are supported in quantitative and qualitative 

results. Levin and O’Donnell (2000) described methods that need to follow a 

‘CAREful’ approach to research. This study followed their recommendation to apply 

CAREful components of “Comparison, Again and Again, Relationship and 

Eliminate” (p.190) throughout the analytic processes using NUD*IST as described 

in Chapter 3.  This study surveyed perceptions across large groups of students that 

were repeated with a subgroup. Statistical analyses showed almost identical 

results across groups. Replication is one method of confirming findings. In this 

study, replication across groups over time ensured credibility of findings. 

Furthermore, qualitative data were analysed to expand quantitative interpretations 

of survey data and to detail students’ accounts of writing experiences and 

perceptions. Based on the extent and range of data analysed, I argue here that the 

results offer reasonable grounds for expecting similar findings in similar tertiary 

contexts. 
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An additional outcome of the study was documenting accounts and 

mapping the construction of academic writing in assignment writing from first to 

fourth year. While the major sources of data were drawn from the first-year and 

fourth-year academic community, second-year data were represented in the 

statistical analyses showing developments in their responses.  They suggest a shift 

that needs to be further explored in future studies.  

 

A further outcome of this study is a need it has projected to examine the 

underlying reasons for attrition. Approximately 50% of the first-year groups were 

not enrolled in the course as fourth-years. Based on the findings of this study, it is 

tempting to speculate that students who did not continue their studies were 

casualties of not knowing how to write and of an unresolved conundrum for 

changing this. If they then were unsuccessful in their studies or prejudicially 

disposed to continue, then the institution of tertiary education needs to respond in 

more systematic and direct ways. Such speculation invites further investigation. 

 

Underpinning such speculation is an inferred and currently unsubstantiated 

proposition that increased transparency through explicit identification of lecturer 

expectations with writing support will improve student performance. While this 

study documents the ‘continuities and contradictions’ (Graff, 1986: 72) as 

represented in the complementary and competing interactions that students 

encounter as they negotiate versions of what constitutes academic writing, it also 

raises relationship and identity issues that go beyond pedagogic solutions. The 

relationship between writing and identity is a further area for investigation. 

 

The researcher’s role as a sessional lecturer and participant-observer 

provided rich opportunities for data gathering and clarifying results reported in the 

study. However, while every effort was made in validating the interpretation of 

results through methods described in Chapter 3, the subjective nature of these 

interpretations needs to be acknowledged. 

 

Conclusions 
 

Through this research I have worked with a view of writing development 

that is experiential, driven by factors, conditions and events that are critical and 

under-theorised in accounts of how students develop as writers. I propose that the 
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theoretical model explicated here moves beyond a deficit model of what constitutes 

development and success in assignment writing. It accounts also for difference in 

performance not only in terms of cognitive ability or effectiveness of socialisation of 

student as writer, but also difference as determined by the variety of social 

interactions experienced and level of compliance assumed in a writing context. It 

foregrounds the role an individual plays in the acculturation process and presents a 

view of encultured knowledge construction as a co-construction negotiated within 

the writing community. 

 

This study raises a number of questions that need to be addressed within 

the academic writing community. The complex question for students is: What 

socially-situated knowledge, from which social context/s, and from what source/s is 

needed in order to be successful? Underpinning this is a need for all members of a 

community to understand the dynamic and sometimes agentic nature of encultured 

knowledge construction. Students should conceptualise the potential 

collusion/collision pathways they will encounter as they negotiate understandings. 

Lecturers need to recognise and transact such conceptualisations as part of their 

teaching practices when working with students.  And, both need to attend 

deliberately to literacy practices associated with students knowing how to write 

assignments. GA (98) appears to have gathered such knowledge in her 

observation that: 

 

I think, because I've learned the tricks of the trade that has helped a lot. I 
mean I have learned certain things that are going to help you do an 
assignment… Yeah I think it was accidental. A lot of it I learnt it accidentally. 
(GA, 98:521-526) 
 

The questions for lecturers are: What socially-situated knowledge is needed 

and how is it best framed if students are to generate effective practices deliberately 

rather than accidentally? How might lecturers express their expectations in ways 

that connect with students’ experiences? They need to facilitate students’ collusion 

in meeting the task demands of assignments through a process of negotiated 

understanding. They need also to recognise and accommodate students’ collisions 

as developments that can be positive. In the light of increasing accountability for 

universities as measured by such factors as student retention rates, these 

questions and responsibilities are serious, significant and demand attention.  
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How do students proceed in a university writing community that is neither 

stable nor explicit in its expectations? Social variation within contexts is a fact of life 

and may not be a ‘bad’ thing. It is usually undesirable to homogenise ways of 

knowing or to limit learning potential by enshrining existing ways of doing.  

However, social variation as documented in this study has proven problematic for 

students and should be problematic for lecturers. There is a cost for all members of 

the community when groups are excluded from participating in privileged, socially-

agreed ways of knowing.  

 

A way forward is first to acknowledge the diverse discourses and the 

multiple versions of academic writing that exist in any academic writing community.  

A second step is to recognise an assignment task as a site of negotiated 

understanding about knowing what to write and knowing how to write. A third step 

is to make visible to all stakeholders those factors, conditions, and events that 

impact on the acquisition and application of such knowledge.  

 

In this study the institutionalisation of sets of literacy practices emphasised 

a knowledge acquisition role, a demonstration of understanding role and a 

learning-transformation role as described in lecturer data. There is reasonable 

evidence supporting a need for consistency across courses in ways that will alert 

students to which roles are embedded in the writing task and how they are 

enacted. Ways to do this include careful designing and explicating supporting 

documents such as criteria sheets, providing writing exemplars and clarifying 

discussion and supporting collaborative relationships among students. These have 

the potential for students and lecturers to work collectively toward a TSSR 

(Nystrand, 1989). Within this shared rhetorical context, a negotiated understanding 

of the academic discourse should make goal and guidelines more transparent and 

accessible.  

 

Most lecturers did not situate themselves within the rhetorical conundrum 

that underpins encultured learning. However, they need to ecognise that students 

do see them there and to examine this in light of their current and possible 

pedagogical practices critically and honestly. This means that they need to 

recognise opportunity and value in not being ‘keepers’ of knowledge and seen as 

such by students. Rather, they might work toward ‘co-constructing’ knowledge with 

students, and to monitor their ongoing perception of this role across the years 
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being attentive to procedural aspects and to ongoing reflection on their active 

contributions to productive social realities shared with students. 

 

Writing and Research 
 

I brought to this research the theoretical perspective of situated cognition as 

a framework for understanding how literacy practices in an educational setting 

predict success. This perspective helped me analyse the complex forms of 

knowledge that students identify and use as writers of essays and to compare 

those knowledge forms with ways lecturers identify knowledge in assignment 

writing. An experiential model developed within an agentic, socio-cognitive 

perspective established a personalist, self-determining role of student as writer in 

an educational faculty. It remains to be seen if writing orientating factors have a 

significant influence on students’ performance in other faculties.  

 

Prevailing theories of writing need to further explore the effect of the 

individual on the social. Have we underestimated the criteria students use to 

determine success and how they will respond to an assignment task? If the role of 

an academic is to set tasks to assess student learning, then the information gained 

may be based on a different set of criteria than those used by students. Similarly, if 

lecturers set assignment tasks to facilitate student learning, then there are things 

that need to be in place to scaffold achievement.  

 

This study has offered one set of answers to the three questions. In doing 

this, students’ literacy experiences as assignment writers and literacy practices in 

assignment writing have been documented and ways these practices develop and 

contribute to success are more clearly understood against a constructed model of 

experiential writing. The model accounts for change within a socio-cultural 

framework. In this model, I have theorised knowledge construction shaped by 

experiences that are underpinned by forces, conditions and events. This predicts 

success based on if and how students make sense of these experiences within the 

writing community where writing tasks are completed. Collusions and collisions 

determine success/failure consequences for students.  

 

These understandings contribute to the knowledge of all stakeholders.  All 

members of a writing community have a vested interested in supporting the 
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acculturation of new members into ‘success’ discourses. However, findings in this 

study support the view that ‘acculturation’ needs to be extended beyond a 

transmission or acquisition view of knowledge. Stakeholders need to adopt a 

approach that is situated and negotiated. They need to recognise a ‘rhetorical 

conundrum’ as a learning opportunity for members to collaboratively engage in 

knowledge construction.  

 
A socio-cognitive view of literacy acquisition and its consequences informed 

these understandings. A view of situated cognition as described here accounts for 

outcomes that result from inconsistent socialisation experiences. When students 

encounter multiple messages they appear to evaluate their view of what helps. 

Inconsistent messages result in student agency as they recognise their own role in 

determining literacy practices needed to undertake a task. For those students who 

have developed literacy practices that contribute to knowing how to write, 

successful outcomes result. Over time they gained increasing confidence in their 

own ability to make decisions as their confidence about the reliability of external 

sources of information decreases. CP’s reflection (98) captures the development 

issue of undergraduate writing experience:  

 

I would have liked to know so much (as a first-year). Lots and lots and lots 
and lots. Um just the just for um to seek help. Like straight away from 
lecturers and that sort thing. To get them done earlier and get them to actually 
someone to have a look at them. Um just a hard thing to say cause we all 
come to uni with different experiences [mmm]. For me just looking back now 
um starting off and um I just would have liked help with actually writing. 
Knowing how to actually research things. Knowing how to write assignments. 
I need everything. Cause there will be people on all ends of the scales. Um 
but I think like communication with the tutors can help with that sort of thing 
like they can identify the problem straight away. But oh don't think there's 
much chance of getting help. Like ( ) like the teacher may help you in this 
subject but in the next subject it may not be so. So it’s a no win situation. 
Looking back now I guess I have improved. But it’s not through anything that 
anyone's done explicitly. It’s sort of things that I have just done myself which 
could be reflection of just me. (CP, 98: 315-329) 
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Student Number: ___________  Name (optional) __________________Program:             
Year level: 
 
The purpose of this survey is to identify your perceptions about writing at university and to trial the 
effectiveness of this survey as a research instrument. 
 
I agree to participate in this survey _____________________________________________ 
 
Please think carefully about your answers and answer ALL questions . 
Part A     These questions refer to your general experience of assignment writing since you 
commenced this course at university.
  
SA Strongly Agree  = 1 
A Agree  =2 
D Disagree =3 
SD Strongly disagree=4 
NA      Not applicable =5 
 SA A D SD NA 
1. I answer assignment questions confidently. 1 2 3 4 5 
2. I write assignments confidently. 1 2 3 4 5 
3. I have difficulty understanding assignment questions . 1 2 3 4 5 
4. I have difficulty writing assignments in an academic way. 1 2 3 4 5 
5. I have difficulty in knowing what lecturers want me to write . 1 2 3 4 5 
6. I have difficulty in knowing how lecturers want me to write. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
With reference to your general writing experience during this course, what has helped you in the 
following areas?             Please rank the list below  e.g. [ 1 ]    = most helpful  
to  
                                [ 8 ]    = least helpful 
7.  knowing what lecturers want 
you to write  

[    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one       [     ] other  

8.  knowing how lecturers want you 
to write 

[    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

 9. understanding assignment 
questions 

[    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

10. writing assignments in an 
academic genre 

[    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

11. writing assignments [    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

12. answering assignment questions [    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

Comment?- 
 
 
Part B. With reference to your Language 1 assignment please respond to the following statements. 
 
 SA A D SD NA 
13. I had difficulty interpreting the question 1 2 3 4 5 
14. I had difficulty understanding the topic 1 2 3 4 5 
15. I had difficulty researching the topic 1 2 3 4 5 
16. I had difficulty writing the assignment 1 2 3 4 5 
17. I had difficulty writing in an academic genre 1 2 3 4 5 
18. I had difficulty using the criteria sheets 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Comment?- 
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Part B. With reference to your Language 1 assignment (con't)     Student No:   
 
 SA A D SD NA 
19. Information given in the lectures was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

20. Information given in the tutorials was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

21. Information given during a consultation time with your tutor was 
useful in helping me to understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

22. Information given in text books was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

23. Information shared with friends was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

24. Information on the criteria sheet was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

25. Other [                                                                      ] was useful in 
helping me to understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
 
How useful was the following information in helping you write the assignment  in an academic 
genre? 
 
 SA A D SD NA 
26. Information given in the lectures was useful in helping me to  
write the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

27. Information given in the tutorials was useful in helping me to  
write the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

28. Information given during a consultation time with my tutor was 
useful in helping me to write the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

29. Information given in textbooks was useful in helping me to  write 
the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

30. Information shared with friends was useful in helping me to  write 
the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

31. Information on the criteria sheet was useful in helping me to  
write the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

32. Other [                                                                      ]was useful in 
helping me to write  the assignment 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
33. What did you do to answer the assignment question  for English Education 1? 
 
 
 
 
34. Were you happy with the approach you used in writing the  assignment?   Please explain. 
 
 
 
35. During this course, what have you found most helpful in developing your performance as a writer?  
 
 
 
36. Describe the important features of successful assignment writing? 
 
 
 
36. What do you think are the things which contribute to successful assignment writing 
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Name:     Group:     Course:   Year level: 

 
The purpose of this survey is to identify your perceptions about writing at university and to trial the 
effectiveness of this survey as a research instrument. 
 
I agree to participate in this survey _____________________________________________ 
 
Please think carefully about your answers and answer ALL questions . 
Part A     These questions refer to your general experience of assignment writing since you 
commenced this course at university.
  
SA Strongly Agree  = 1 
A Agree  =2 
D Disagree =3 
SD Strongly disagree=4 
NA     Not applicable =5 
 SA A D SD NA 
1. I answer assignment questions confidently. 1 2 3 4 5 
2. I write assignments confidently. 1 2 3 4 5 
3. I have difficulty understanding assignment questions . 1 2 3 4 5 
4. I have difficulty writing assignments in an academic way. 1 2 3 4 5 
5. I have difficulty in knowing what lecturers want me to write . 1 2 3 4 5 
6. I have difficulty in knowing how lecturers want me to write. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
With reference to your general writing experience during this course, what has helped you in the 
following areas?             Please rank the list below  e.g. [ 1 ]    = most helpful  
to  
                                [ 8 ]    = least helpful 
7.  knowing what lecturers want 
you to write  

[    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

8.  knowing how lecturers want you 
to write 

[    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

 9. understanding assignment 
questions 

[    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

10. writing assignments in an 
academic genre 

[    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

11. writing assignments [    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

12. answering assignment questions [    ] lecturer    [     ] criteria sheet  [    ] tutor          [     ]  yourself 
[    ] friends     [     ] text books      [    ] no-one      [     ] other  

Comment?- 
 
 
Choose a subject you have done as a fourth year student where at least one assessment item was a 
written assignment.   Please relate your responses to Part B to that assignment task. 
Subject: __________________________________________ 
 
Assignment:________________________________________ 
Part B. With reference to your identified  assignment please respond to the following statements. 
 SA A D SD NA 
13. I had difficulty interpreting the question 1 2 3 4 5 
14. I had difficulty understanding the topic 1 2 3 4 5 
15. I had difficulty researching the topic 1 2 3 4 5 
16. I had difficulty writing the assignment 1 2 3 4 5 
17. I had difficulty writing in an academic genre 1 2 3 4 5 
18. I had difficulty using the criteria sheets 1 2 3 4 5 
Comment?- 
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Part B. With reference to your identified  assignment (con't)            NAME:   
 
 SA A D SD NA 
19. Information given in the lectures was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

20. Information given in the tutorials was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

21. Information given during a consultation time with your tutor was 
useful in helping me to understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

22. Information given in text books was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

23. Information shared with friends was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

24. Information on the criteria sheet was useful in helping me to 
understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

25. Other [                                                                      ] was useful in 
helping me to understand the assignment question 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
 
How useful was the following information in helping you write the assignment in an academic genre? 
 
 SA A D SD NA 
26. Information given in the lectures was useful in helping me to  
write the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

27. Information given in the tutorials was useful in helping me to  
write the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

28. Information given during a consultation time with my tutor was 
useful in helping me to write the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

29. Information given in textbooks was useful in helping me to  write 
the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

30. Information shared with friends was useful in helping me to  write 
the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

31. Information on the criteria sheet was useful in helping me to  
write the assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

32. Other [                                                                      ]was useful in 
helping me to write  the assignment 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
33. Describe the important features of successful assignment writing? 
 
 
 
What did you do to answer the assignment question  identified in Part B? 
 
 
 
 
 
Were you happy with the approach you used in writing the  assignment?   Please explain. 
 
 
 
 
 
36. During this course, what have you found most helpful in developing your performance as a writer? 
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** Name:__________________________________________________   Date:  ______________ 

 

*1.  
Q1a. 
How would you describe your self as a writer? 
* 
Q1b. 
What are the important features of successful assignment writing? 
 
*1.  
Q2.  
What did you do when you wrote your assignment for Subject 1? 
 

*1.  
Q.3. The list is of  features which  contribute to successful  assignment writing.  
What do YOU think are most important?  
 
*1.  
Q.4.   
When writing the assignment for the subject 2 -:TT31003 - What did the lecturer / tutor do to help you 
 
*1. 
4a). understand the task 
 
 
*1. 
4b).understand what to do to complete the task? 
 
*1. 
4b). Were criteria sheets used in the marking?    
*1. 
Q.5.  Were the criteria identified helpful to you in 
5a) completing the assignment? 
 
*1. 
5b)understanding your result? 
 
*1. 
5c) informing you of future writing needs? 
 
Subject 3 
*1.  
Q. 6 What did the lecturer / tutor do to help you 
*1. 
 
6. a) understand the task 
 
*1. 
6. b)understand what to do to complete the task? 
 
*1. 
6 b)Were criteria sheets used in the marking?    
 
*1. 
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Q. 7. Were the criteria identified helpful to you in 
7a) completing the assignment? 
 
*1. 
7b) 
understanding your result? 
 
*1. 
7c) informing you of future writing needs? 
 
Subject 4. 
*1. 
7. What did the lecturer / tutor do to help you 
a) understand the task 
 
*1. 
7. b)understand what to do to complete the task? 
 
*1. 
8. Were criteria sheets used in the marking?   
 
*1. 
9.Were the criteria identified helpful to you in 
9.a) completing the assignment? 
 
*1. 
9. b)understanding your result? 
 
*1. 
9. c) informing you of future writing needs? 
 
Subject 1. 
*1. 
10. What did the lecturer / tutor do to help you 
a) understand the task 
 
*1. 
10. b) understand what to do to complete the task? 
 
*1. 
11.Were criteria sheets used in the marking 
 
*1. 
12.    Were the criteria identified helpful to you in 
(a) completing the assignment? 
 
*1. 
12. b)understanding your result? 
 
*1. 
13. c) informing you of future writing needs? 
 
*1. 
14. How close  do you think the criteria sheets matched the objectives in the course outlines? 
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Name:         Date: 

*Q.1. Describe the steps in writing the assignment for Assessment and Evaluation (or 

alternative) this semester 

*Q.2. Can you describe a writing experience you recall in this course where you felt 

positively about the assignment task and your writing? 

*Q.3. Who/what contributed to this? 

*Q.4. Was a  criteria sheet used in the marking?  

*Q.5. Did you use it? 

*Q.6. Was it helpful?  In what ways ? 

*Q.7. What did you get for this assignment? 

*Q.8. Did you agree with this result? 

*Q.9. Can you describe a writing experience you recall in this course where you did 

not feel positively about the assignment task and your writing? 

*Q.10. Who/what contributed to this? 

*Q.11. Was a  criteria sheet used in the marking?  

*Q.12. Did you use it? 

*Q.13. Was it helpful?  In what ways ? 

*Q.14. What did you get for this assignment? 

*Q.15. Did you agree with this result? 

*Q.16. Do you feel your writing has changed during this program? 

*Q.17. In what ways? 

*Q.18. Can you account for these changes? 

*Q.19. How would you describe your writing experiences over the past four years as 

an education student? Can you differentiate between positive and negative 

experiences? 
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*Q.20.What do most students do in developing their skills as assignment writers? 

*Q.21. Is this what most of your friends did? 

*Q.22. Is this what you did? 

*Q.23. If you were to advise incoming first year students about how to go about 

assignment writing, what would you say? 

Q.24. How would you evaluate your own efforts in writing assignments during this 

course? 

*Q.25. Describe yourself as a writer.  

*Q.26. What are the important features of successful assignment writing? 
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**Name:            1995 Subject Convened: 
 
 
* Q1.  What are the important features of successful assignment writing? 
 
*  Q2. Below is a  list  of  features which  contribute to successful   
assignment writing. What do YOU think are most important?  
Rank in order of importance from 1 (most important) to 10 (least  
important) 
 
 
* Q3. What did you do to help the students understand the task? 
 
 
 
* Q4. What did you do to help them understand how to write the assignment? 
 
 
* Q5.Were criteria sheets used in the marking? 
 
 
*  Q6.Would the students see the criteria identified as helpful in: 
 

* Q6a. completing the assignment? 
 
 
* Q6b. understanding their result? 
 
* Q6c. informing them of future writing needs? 
 

 
* Q7. Would the students see a link / match between the assignment  
criteria sheet and the objectives in the subject outline? 
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Name:     Subject convened: 

1. Generally, how are today’s students as writers?  

( In  your experience, is there a difference between year levels?) 

 

2.  Do you have any sense of how they go about writing their assignments? 

 

3.  From your personal perspective what is meant by the term academic writing? 

 

4.  How do you differentiate between successful academic writing and less successful 

academic writing? 

(a)  Use of criteria sheets? 

(b)  What are the  criteria linked to - subject objectives? 

-course objectives 

-assignment topic 

(c)  How so? 

(d)  If not, to what do they relate? 

 

5.   How do you think students become successful academic writers? 

 

6. What level of responsibility do academics have to help students develop the 

academic writing skills of their students?  

 

7. How do you help students become successful academic writers? 
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Transcription Instructions 

Saving transcripts: Each interview should be saved as a plain text file with a separate 

name  e.g. 

Fletcher  2 Nov 99         

Smith  11 Dec 99 

 

Procedure: 

 

Head the transcript with two asterisks followed by student’s name.  

** PS 28.10.98 

Leave two returns before typing interviewing. 

Asterisk each turn taking of the interview  

 

The transcript will look like this: 

** PS 28.10.98 

 

 

*1.  MF 

*2. PS 

 

*1.  PS –You’ve actually moved out of the Education course and are now graduating 

in what course PS? 

*2. Bachelor of Arts Languages and Linguistics 

*1.  Oh right. So tell me how you got to that? 

*2. Um ( ) 

*1.  How many years education did you do? 

*2. I only did one year of education. Um I sort of got to a point where I thought I’m 

not sure if this is what I really want to do. Um decided to look into another area and I 

knew I really wanted do languages. Um a new course was opening up at Nathan. 

Languages and Bilinguistics course. So I thought um (word) I’d apply for that. And I 

got in quite easily because of the year that I had done in Education here as well. Um I 

decided from there? 

*1.  You’ve gone straight through? 

*2. Gone straight through. 
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*1.  And now your graduating this semester? Good congratulations. 

*2. Thank you. ( ) 

 

The following conventions have been applied in transcribing the data. 

Transcript Notation 

re: clarity) 

(word)  uncertain transcription (due to noise or poor recording quality) 

((cough)) event/noise not fully transcribed (transcriber's notes) 

re: turn taking 

/   no intervening pause between speakers 

//   interrupted turns between speakers 

[talk]  simultaneous or overlapping talk 

re: pauses 

( )   a pause 

(10 sec)  approximate length of long pauses 
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