Novice ESL writers: A longitudinal case-study of the situated academic writing processes of three undergraduates in a TESOL context
Abstract
This paper explores the situated academic writing processes of three ESL writers as they researched, planned, and wrote three modular assignments over the course of their first academic year on a UK university, undergraduate TESOL programme. Adopting a socio-cognitive perspective it focuses on the changing patterns of textual and interpersonal interactions that constituted the participants’ processes.  Data were collected over the year from day-by-day audio-recorded activity logs and interviews, triangulated with tutorial records and textual material of various kinds (chiefly, outlines, charts, drafts, electronic correspondence). Data were analysed using qualitative procedures to enable the construction of detailed narratives of developing academic writing processes.  The study (a) affirms a view of academic writing as a complex socio-cognitive process implicating a  range of textual and interpersonal interactions, and identifies two distinct approaches to the writing of academic texts, both of which may lead to high-quality writing and  (b)  finds that some novice writers engage  in textual interactions which provide information about genre, rhetoric, language and the communities of practice within which they write and that this may be one factor distinguishing more from less successful academic writers.    
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1. Introduction
This paper explores novice ESL academic writing processes, through a longitudinal case-study reporting the textual and interpersonal interactions of three Arabic-speaking undergraduates on an English-medium TESOL programme, as they completed three assessed assignments, over an academic year. As a study of the way ESL novice writers transform disciplinary knowledge through writing, it offers insights into two under-researched areas of concern to EAP practitioners: (1) the approaches novice writers develop towards completing academic assignments, and the  patterns of textual and interpersonal interaction,  that characterise these approaches; and (2) the connections between approach and quality of writing, particularly with regard to textual or interpersonal interactions that generate meta-knowledge relating to writing. 

Since the 1990s, academic writing has been widely constructed, as both a socially situated practice  (Clark and Ivanič, 1997; Ivanič, 1998; Lillis, 2001, Leki, 2007), shaped by disciplinary discourse communities (Swales, 1990; Beaufort, 2000; Woodward-Kron, 2004) or communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), and from a socio-cognitive perspective (Gee, 1996; Atkinson, 2002) as a process in which writers, as cognizing individuals, interact in complex ways with their ‘socially-constructed and mediated world[s]’ (Atkinson, 2002: 531), in active participation in overarching ‘Discourses’ (Gee, 1996), in order both to write and to learn how to write. In this view meaning resides both in the mind of the writer and in the social tools, products and practices present in the writer’s world (Atkinson, 2002) and acts of communication and learning occur through interactions between the two. The socio-cognitive case-study literature implicates a wide range of textual and interpersonal interactions in writing and learning to write (Freedman, 1987; Brandt, 1992; Riazi, 1997; Angelova and Riazantseva, 1999; Gentil, 2005; Artemeva, 2008).  

There are, however, gaps in the study of situated academic writing processes. Firstly, with regard to ESL undergraduates writing within disciplinary contexts, there has been little research into the ways patterns of textual or interpersonal interaction might form or characterise distinct approaches to the completion of academic assignments. There has been research into this in the UK with regard to L1 English speakers. For example, Torrance et al (1994) identified three broad approaches in post-graduate writing, in which writers invested their primary efforts in (a) planning, (b) drafting or (c) both, more or less equally.  Torrance et al (2000), a large-scale, cross-sectional and longitudinal study identified four approaches: (a) ‘detailed-planning’, in which writers both outlined and used at least one additional technique such as brainstorming or mind-mapping before drafting once, or more commonly twice; (b) ‘outline-and-develop’, in which some pre-draft planning was undertaken but in which content was also developed during drafting; (c) ‘minimal-drafting’, in which writers wrote one or two drafts with little prior planning; and (d) ‘think-then-do’ which involved mental planning but  not the production of a written outline. It would fill a research gap to investigate if novice ESL writers adopt such approaches, especially if an alternative, ethnographic approach could be used to complement the questionnaire approach of  Torrance et al (1994, 2000), and such an investigation would, in turn, make it possible to explore the connection between approaches to, and quality of, writing.  

This connection between writing processes and quality of writing is the second point of interest. There are two issues here, reflecting the fact that as a practice, academic writing may be constructed at two levels: (a) the production of texts, and (b) the production of meta-knowledge about the production of texts.  The first issue is whether or not particular, identifiable approaches to the production of texts, such as those identified by Torrance et al (2000) correlate with higher-quality writing, as assessed by academic communities. The pedagogic literature on process writing (for example, Leki, 1998) generally emphasises the importance of extensive pre-draft planning, an emphasis supported by the literature on learning strategies for writing  (Oxford, 1990) and much of the literature on novice-expert differences in writing (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). Torrance et al (2000) too found some evidence to support this (though they also found evidence, to support a ‘think-then-do approach’, not involving written planning). This consensus, however, begs the question as to why an approach to writing in which ideas are developed in detail prior to drafting should necessarily produce better quality writing than an approach in which some initial planning is followed by the recursive and developmental articulation of ideas. 

The second issue concerns the function of writing practice in educating novice writers about writing.  There is ample evidence to indicate that the process of writing helps novice writers transform their understanding of their subject matter, of disciplinary genres, and of their academic communities of practice (Riazi, 1997; Freedman, 1987). What is less evidenced is the way writers might pro-actively  build into their processes textual or interpersonal interactions directed at learning about writing. This is a matter of particular concern when looking at the processes of novice ESL writers, as there may be particular patterns of interaction that would help novice writers maximise their experiential learning. There are clues to the kinds of interaction that might serve novice writers in this way, in the literature on genre-learning (surveyed in Tardy, 2006) and academic literacy acquisition (surveyed in Braine, 2002).  Hirvela (2004) for example, highlights the way learner writers may deliberately seek out such information by ‘mining’ texts for genre, rhetorical or linguistic information, or develop a practice of ‘writerly reading’ with an eye for rhetorical choices. It would assist EAP practitioners and researchers to know if novice ESL writers engage in such interactions and if such practices support their learning.   

Before proceeding to the study, one final issue needs to be introduced.  The models of writing developed by Flower and Hayes over the 1980s (Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981; Flower, 1988; Flower et al, 1990), construct writing as a problem-oriented process, central to which is the concept of a ‘rhetorical problem’, defined as the interaction between a writer and his/her communicative/ rhetorical goals and the audience, task and topic (Flower & Hayes, 1980). This concept permits an investigation of processes to commence from what a writer is trying to achieve. In this paper the concept is recast as a ‘cognitive-rhetorical problem’ (CRP) to foreground the intertwining of declarative and procedural knowledge (Berkenkotter et al. 1988) in academic writing. Further, any given academic writing task is conceived as posing a hierarchically organized set of CRPs, each of which both forms a component of a higher level CRP, and comprises a set of lower level CRPs. So, a superordinate CRP such as completing an essay will comprise subordinate CRPs to do with identifying and locating literature; constructing understandings through note-taking, commentary, synthesis and critique; developing an argument;  and so on, extending downwards to localized levels, such as punctuation choice.    
2. Research Design
2.1 Context
The participants in this study were students on a BA degree programme in TESOL, designed and delivered by a UK university, for the Sultanate of Oman’s Ministry of Education (see Atkins & Griffiths, 2009).  The three-year programme, designed for serving primary and secondary school teachers of English, covered topics such as the teaching of English to young learners, the design of tasks and lessons and the teaching of initial literacy. Students studied in two modes: (a) intensive, 2-8 week blocks, in which teaching chiefly focused on modular concepts and (b) extensive, on weekly day-release from their schools as members of regional groups of 30-35 students, in which teaching chiefly focused on the application of course concepts to local contexts and on assignment support. Extensive blocks were taught exclusively by locally-engaged Regional Tutors (RTs) (Gracey, 2009), intensive blocks were co-taught by RTs and lecturers from the UK university.  This research was conducted during the period in which I worked as a Regional Tutor. The three participants were my students.

Central to the students’ progress was the completion of a series of assignments, exploring aspects of pedagogic practice, informed by study of relevant literature, each culminating in the writing of a 2,500/3000-word report with a common  structure comprising a brief introduction, a theoretical framework sketching out relevant concepts, a description of a practical application or extension of those concepts, including a discussion of results, followed by a brief conclusion and scholarly appendices (Green, 2011). In Nesi & Gardner’s (2012) taxonomy of inter-disciplinary genre families, it would be described as a ‘Research Report’. A prior study analysing these three assignments (Green, 2011) identified four common core CRPs: the construction of a task representation (CRP A); the construction of a conceptual framework drawing on modular concepts, (CRP B); the construction of a practical pedagogic application or extension (CRP C) and the construction of the 2,500-3000-word  written text (CRP D). These four CRPs provided the focus for the investigation of textual and interpersonal interactions. 

The students received initial briefings on these assignments during intensive teaching blocks but thereafter assignment support was delivered by RTs during day-release. In the first year, the period explored in this study, RTs provided scaffolding (Wood et al, 1976) of assignment writing through the following: (a) class discussion to help students ‘unpack’ the rubric to identify task demands (b)  class discussion of course concepts with regard to local contexts and their place in the assignments (c) scaffolding of process planning through the provision of planning instruments such as task schedules and checklists (d) guidance on reading and reading strategies (e) guidance on citation practices (f) feedback on assignment outputs in individual tutorials. In my own context, I adopted a policy of very close scaffolding for the first assignment, where I imposed a schedule for a sequence of outputs, providing feedback on each output in individual tutorials, and then loosened this scaffold progressively over the year for the following two assignments.  

2.2  Aims
In order to address the issues outlined in the introduction, the study aimed to uncover the processes through which the three writers completed their assignments.  Two questions were set: 

· How did the participants interact with texts in order to solve the cognitive-rhetorical problems posed by the assignments?

· How did the participants interact with other people in order to solve the cognitive-rhetorical problems posed by the assignments?

2.3  Participants 
The three participants were all female. Miad
 was in her 30s and had been teaching for 18 years. Tattoo was in her 40s, and had been teaching for 21 years. Thikra was in her  20s and had been teaching for 4 years.  They held diploma-level qualifications from Omani or Emirati teacher education colleges, and their pre-entry language assessments (Cambridge Preliminary English Test, IELTS or local assessments) indicated  English levels of B1 (Thikra), B1/B2 borderline (Miad) and B2 (Tattoo) on the Common European Framework of Reference for Language (CEFR), (Council for Cultural Co-operation, 2001).
 Their college studies had been conducted in both Arabic and English but had not required the writing of English texts longer than a paragraph so academic writing in English was largely new to them. Thikra had participated in an IELTS preparation course, which had given her some understanding of essay writing. Miad had no experience of academic writing but had written stories and corresponded with pen-friends in English as a child. Tattoo had also written to pen-friends as a child and been much encouraged by family members. She had also met a colleague at a college  who had taken an interest in her writing and lent her books on writing, shown her models of essay structure and given her feedback on two essays Tattoo wrote. Prior to the start of the programme, all three attended a two-week pre-sessional course covering reading strategies and basic essay writing. 

All three participants achieved passing grades or better in the three assignments they undertook during the research period: Miad and Tattoo achieved marks in the top two bands (A, B), Thikra in the lower two bands (C, D), but all had rising profiles. All eventually completed their studies with Honours degrees (Thikra, Lower Second, Class,  Miad, Upper Second and Tattoo, First). This spread of outcomes was not predictable and formed no part in the selection process, which reflected a pragmatic concern to recruit participants likely to complete the study (Cohen et al, 2000).    

2.4 Data-collection
Data-collection took place from January 2006 to March 2007, in three sequential but overlapping phases: January-May 2006 (Assignment 1), April-November 2006 (Assignment 2), October 2006-March 2007 (Assignment 3) (see Appendix B). It was decided that all types of data feasible to collect within logistical and ethical constraints would be collected, though not all would be analysed.  The primary data comprised (a) a taped spoken journal (audio-log) and (b) recorded interviews. Spoken diaries appear in the literature (Allan, 1991; Egbert, 1992; Dantas-Whitney, 2002) but not for the purposes of investigating writing processes.  Following a pilot-study, a spoken diary was chosen in preference to a written for two reasons: (a) to avoid making the log a chore as the participants were relatively low-level language users for whom writing was not routine, and (b) to encourage a freer ‘thinking aloud’ than was likely in writing. 532 minutes of logs were collected.  Semi-structured, recorded interviews (Drever, 2003) were conducted to explore issues arising in and from the logs.  441 minutes of interviews were recorded. Two other sources were gathered for the purposes of corroboration, but were not systematically analysed: textual material including completed assignments, drafts, outlines, correspondence, completed schedules and checklists and marker feedback sheets; and recordings or notes on individual tutorials. 

2.5 Data-analysis 
Standard qualitative data analysis practices were used to achieve the reduction and display of the data, following Miles and Huberman, (1994). The two primary sources of data (logs and interviews) were treated separately but were each subjected to an interactive and recursive process of coding. As with all qualitative data analysis the challenge was to find a system of categorisation and coding which would both offer rigour and be congruent with the peculiarities of the data, and my research concerns.   

The logs were organised by their authors in day-by-day entries and for the coherence of the narrative this level of organisation was maintained (see Appendix C for a sample log entry). Within the entry, the unit selected for coding was the ‘strategic interaction’ defined as a discrete activity undertaken by the participant - for example taking notes on a book from the library or discussing the rubric with a peer -  to address a cognitive-rhetorical problem posed by the assignment, for example the construction of a conceptual framework.  The first stage of the analysis was fragmentation into discrete interactions. The second was coding to specify the nature of the interaction, e.g. ‘Interactions with RT: negotiating construction of own pedagogic material’, Interactions with modular lecture/seminar materials: reviewing for conceptual content’. The third was coding to specify the CRP(s) at which the interaction was directed. This was accomplished through recursive processes moving from fragment to whole to fragment to produce a set of codes meeting criteria of (a) sufficiency and (b) economy. Reliability of fragmentation and coding was checked after six months by repetition of the fragmentation and coding procedures for the whole of Thikra’s first log (over 10% of the log data).  Re-fragmentation achieved a 94.3% agreement, recoding for CRPs achieved a 100% match and recoding of the strategic interactions achieved an 85.7% agreement. The log was also coded by another rater, who achieved a 77.1% match on strategic interactions and 97.1% on CRPs. The interviews were fragmented into question-and-answer (Q/A) units, usually chains of exchanges relating to a single question. The Q/A units were then grouped according to themes. The grouped Q/A units were then fragmented into semantic sub-units, that is, stretches of text which offered an example or an aspect of the theme.  Reliability was monitored by re-fragmenting and recoding Thikra’s Assignment 1 interviews after six months. Re-fragmentation achieved a 100% match, recoding achieved a 96.3% match. 

2.6 Limitations
This study has a number of limitations, arising from the nature and circumstances of the investigation. Firstly, as an intensive longitudinal investigation, carried out by a single researcher, the number of participants that it was feasible to study was small.  Secondly, as an investigation of the activities of the participants in the privacy of their homes, over a lengthy period, it had to rely chiefly on forms of self-report. Although it was possible to triangulate the self-report data with other forms (correspondence, tutorial records and assignment drafts), it is likely that in some instances, the complexity of processes has been simplified or some aspects of the processes emphasised at the expense of others. 

3. Results 
This section reports the analysis with regard to (a) textual interactions, (b) interpersonal interactions. 

3.1 Textual Interactions
3.1.1 Rubrics

In all three assignments, in order to construct task representations (CRP A), the  participants interacted with rubrics, usually following a procedure of repetitive reading to unpack the rubric into sub-questions, which were then used to guide reading and note-taking (from sources) and note-making (for the assignment text): for example ‘I … follow my techniques of observing the question of assignment thoroughly and dividing it into questions … and from the questions I can look for books to read’
 (Miad: Interviews: Assignment 1).

3.1.2 Lecture/seminar materials

In modular sessions, directed at CRPs A, B and C (the construction of task representations, conceptual frameworks and practical applications), the participants interacted with a wide range of assignment-support or modular texts, for example session hand-outs framing tasks designed to clarify modular concepts or provide assignment support. 

3.1.3 Modular literature

The participants all interacted with modular literature to construct their conceptual frameworks (CRP B) though their interactions display different patterns. Thikra limited herself to hard-copy sources, which she obtained from the programme library, partly by browsing the shelves and partly by using the modular reading list. Tattoo and Miad searched for sources both on and off the modular reading list and from electronic sources as well as paper. Miad used Google, Tattoo used Google (in Assignment 1) and the academic data-base ScienceDirect (in Assignment 2) for example: 

I tried to look up in Cameron’s book in the table it was beneficial but I wanted to know some types of demands … I wanted some more explanation about the types of demands and how teacher’s instructions is it language demands or involvement demands? … so I went through the website www.sciencedirect.com ..  I activated my Athens password and I started looking at demands + a lot of pages came but … I didn’t think I can use them in my assignment … so I went searching in Google … but nothing came er very much helpful (Tattoo: Logs: Assignment 2).

In these practices they were also guided by their tutor.  They all read recursively to produce notes which were then drawn upon in their note-making for their assignments and all appear to have developed techniques for doing so, for example:

I have these + yellow papers and coloured different colour papers and + + I write I write things on papers different papers so I stick different colour for each paper and write a summary of what is inside this paper so … when I start to write the assignment I am not going for the whole paper I’m only going for this to find the information I need to do the paragraphing (Thikra: Interviews: Assignment 1). 

The only evidence of development in such research reading practices over the research period comes from Thikra, whose note-taking developed from writing paraphrases or summaries in Assignments 1 and 2 to writing summaries and critiques in Assignment 3.   Thikra started writing down her responses and thoughts as commentary on her notes: ‘[I] think about them +  give my opinion on them’  (Thikra: Interviews: Assignment 3).

There is one significant difference between the interactions of Miad and Tattoo with the literature and Thikra’s interactions. Both Miad and Tattoo deliberately ‘mined’ the literature for rhetorical or lexico-grammatical information, for example:  

I was looking at other articles how people were writing … what are they writing in the introduction main body what do they say … I was looking at different articles.’  (Miad:  Interviews: Assignment 1) and ‘[I looked] at those writers how they write wrote their books how it should be written … El-Hilaly … Moon … different writers (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 1). 

For Miad particularly, this dual focus remained a feature of her research reading throughout the research period. In Assignment 1, this concern led her to read the introduction to her husband’s MA thesis and even to explore non-academic genres such as newspaper articles: ‘sometime I even look at the newspaper … to see how these journalists … how they arrange this.’ (Miad: Interviews: Assignment 1). In Assignment 2, she took the notion of mind-mapping from one source she read: ‘the way how he brainstorm the ideas like a topic web activities … I admire things like that … it make me understand more’ (Miad: Interviews: Assignment 2).  Thikra showed no such inclination. Speaking of lexico-grammar, she claimed that although she encountered new language items, she deliberately avoided using them: ‘there are … structures or words … but … I prefer to use words that I know and I used before’ (Thikra: Interviews: Assignment 1).  

3.1.4 Assignment texts

Their interactions with their assignment texts (CRP D) display very different patterns. In Assignment 1, their writing was scaffolded closely by me and they were obliged to work in sequence on a specific set of textual outputs, on each of which they received feedback. They first worked on the pedagogic application required for the assignment (a lesson plan), (CRP C), then an outline of the whole text and then on a sequence of drafts, which they revised, edited and proof-read (CRP D). Thereafter, in Assignments 2 and 3, the scaffolding process was progressively loosened and the participants were relatively free to make decisions about their processes. The three participants responded to this freedom in different ways.

Thikra continued to interact with her assignment texts in more or less the same way.  (The only development in Thikra’s interactions with her assignment text over the research period was a more extensive global outlining process in Assignment 2, which appears to have reduced the need for recursive drafting, but this development was reversed during the writing of Assignment 3.) Miad intensified the planning stage of her writing. In Assignment 1, she had found constructing the outline very difficult. In her log she said: 

I woke up in the middle of the night and I ...  started to put … all the ideas that I know and after that I was arranging them which will come first which will come after that then I was looking at the example of the outline that you gave us trying to put headings but still I am not happy (Miad: Logs: Assignment 1). 

In fact her first outline needed major revision and she found the extent of the revision required a shock:  ‘well I received your reply on my outline and I am shocked … so many comments’  (Miad: Logs: Assignment 1). However she revised extensively and eventually submitted a detailed and focused outline, which received a favourable response: ‘I received the reply of my outline my second outline ok thank you I am happy you know when I read it I felt  if I am going to follow this’ (Miad: Logs: Assignment 1).

Despite these difficulties, in interview following Assignment 1 she listed planning as something that she had learned from the process of writing Assignment 1: 
[O]utlining … is the new thing that I have learned … at the beginning I thought that it is wasting time … but when I sit during that particular weekend … it took time to do that but it was easy when I start to write to follow it … when you are building a house you know that you have to draw a map. (Miad: Interviews: Assignment 1).  

She went on in Assignments 2-3 to deploy a range of planning instruments including wall-charts, calendars and schedules: for example:
I looked at my … unit planner scheme of work … so by looking at them I'm getting some idea how can I plan for my assignment  … I spent two days drawing a map and writing the aims yes writing aims to fix them to the schedule … I decide to look at my … assignment monthly plan for the week … I divided into into + four months + actually … and then every month I plan it for a week and then when I do it + when I achieve the aim + I put tick and I put date today (Miad: Logs: Assignment 2).  
Her developing preference as a writer was clearly to plan intensively and to invest effort in developing and articulating the structure of her ideas in advance of drafting. In contrast, her drafting phases were relatively brief:  there is ample evidence in Assignments 1-3 of editing and proof-reading but not of major reconstruction which would indicate the restructuring of ideas. It would seem that Miad worked out her ideas in summary (and often graphic) form first and then translated them into continuous text. 
Tattoo presents a very different picture.  For Tattoo too, outlining proved very difficult and she spent what she considered a disproportionate amount of time (four weeks) on this: 

[T]he outline stage was a bit difficult for me for many reasons as I said this is the first time I did outline … and there were times when I thought why did I join this course? (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 1). 

She appeared more comfortable when she reached the drafting stage and it is notable that when the scaffolding was loosened in Assignments 2 and 3, Tattoo largely eschewed pre-draft planning in favour of extensive and recursive drafting, followed by meticulous editing and proof-reading. In Assignment 3, 60% of her log entries referred to such work on her assignment text.  It appears to have been the case that for Tattoo drafting replaced outlining as the locus for developing arguments. Tattoo’s interactions with her assignment text display another development, one which stemmed from the feedback she received on her first assignment, which had emphasised the importance of writing for a reader and trying to predict reader responses. In Assignments 2 and 3, Tattoo developed a practice of what might be termed ‘readerly writing’, in which she drafted, put away her text for a while, and then re-read it with a fresh eye, to assess its readability: 

[S]till going back to the evaluation typing reading thinking trying to choose vocabulary that which really can express what I want and trying to make it … clear specific and sharp …  I need to be careful in choosing my words …  trying to make myself also marker ...  closing the computer opening after two hours reading it trying to understand it really this is what I meant it or I meant something else? (Tattoo: Logs: Assignment 2). 

She said in her interview after Assignment 2: 

I need to get someone else to read it and er decide if … what I want to express is understandable + now to find that someone was difficult for me … so I made myself as a reader ok I’m writing it but then I close it I go sleep I have lunch I watch TV as though I am not the person who is writing it + and then go back and read it and ask myself question is this clear? (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 2).

3.1.5 Academic writing materials

The participants all sought out explicit guidance on reading and writing (directed at CRP D) from a range of sources: Thikra and Miad both reviewed the academic writing materials covered in the two-week pre-sessional course, and Miad returned to these repeatedly. Practices introduced in this course surface in her data again and again:  ‘we have to bear in mind the word P.E.E.R. +  yes P.E.E.R. for point example evidence reference +  this is important +  you taught me that’ (Miad: Logs: Assignment 1). Both she and Tattoo made extensive use of published academic skills materials available in the programme library, for example: ‘I came here to library and looked at the academic writing books and looked at the samples’ (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 1).

3.1.6 Marker feedback on assignments

All three studied the feedback on their first assignment which they received while writing their second assignment, for example: ‘yes I looked at [the comments] the first thing I did was look at them and see what I am supposed to do and what I’m not supposed to do.’ (Thikra: Interviews: Assignment 2) and ‘I want to see this time those areas that I did went wrong the feedback sheet gave me a clear picture what markers looking for in the assignment + and the feedback feedback er sheet it has taught me + to think like a lawyer’ (Miad: Interviews: Assignment 2). Tattoo said that the feedback was beneficial, though she felt that it had pointed out what was wrong without showing her how to improve: 

[I]t’s not demotivating I mean I can’t find the word I don’t know how to express it that’s why I said I don’t know we are mature students I myself I understand … she wants us to write better but the thing is you come to the point to think  I don’t know how to make it better I mean what should I do more? (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 2). 

One principle that she did take from this feedback, was the importance of writing for a reader, which stimulated her practice in Assignments 2 and 3 of writing, putting aside, and re-reading with a fresh eye: ‘what I got from the first assignment was that it … shouldn’t just be clear for me it must be clear for the reader’ (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 2).

3.1.7 A sample assignment

Lastly, all three participants had the opportunity to study a completed assignment, though under conditions of very restricted access, and all three clearly valued this, for example: 

I remember also the day that you showed us … the assignment … from previous cohort …  that day I was looking at that assignment and they were writing for example I remember + for example ‘purpose’ they were talking about the purpose + then I remember they were talking about for example ‘presentation’ or I think ‘practice’ there were some titles then I did  it like that first by showing the titles for example ‘purpose’. (Miad: Interviews: Assignment 1). 

All three indicated that the one area of support that they felt was missing during the writing of their first assignment was a chance to see, analyse and discuss in detail such completed sample assignments: ‘maybe if I + read an assignment … to see how it is really and not just to read it but to take a whole session and a whole assignment and discussing each part of it.’ (Thikra: Interviews: Assignment 1) and ‘I hope at one point we can judge ourselves with native-speakers from [university] doing the same programme how their assignments is I mean one maybe one from A and one from B I hope to see that next’ (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 1).

3.1.8 University assessment criteria

In activity directed at CRP A and CRP D, Miad and Tattoo both explored the university’s written assessment criteria, with a view to understanding marker expectations and to assess their own work, for example: ‘today again I went through the assessment criteria it said there we have to relate theory to practice so I wondered what is the theory in the assignment?’ (Tattoo: Logs: Assignment 1) and ‘then I read the assignment criteria of level two thoroughly +  I read it thoroughly in order to know what the markers will be looking for in my assignment’ (Miad: Logs: Assignment 1). 

3.1.9     Completed assignments

Miad returned repeatedly to her own previously written assignments, previous rubrics, and her notes from previous modules, in an attempt to discover links and commonalities between the different assignments, reflecting a sense that her present assignment represented a continuation of the first; a ‘second instalment’ in the ‘story’: 

[Y]es so I thought this was continuation of first assignment because there communicative purpose and here communicative purpose practical theory so I was +  linking it must be linked it can’t be isolated (Miad: Interviews: Assignment 2). 

3.2 Interpersonal Interactions

3.2.1   Tutor and peers in modular lectures/seminars

The participants participated in weekly modular sessions directed at CRP A, B and C (each roughly 5 hours long and structured so that students had whole-group periods, small-group periods and individual study time). These were primarily designed to support understanding of modular concepts but also contained substantial (though decreasing) amounts of assignment-related support of various kinds. These sessions were highly interactive so the three participants spent some time listening to short input or orientation talks from their tutor (me) and some time working through scaffolded tasks with their peers, and some time working alone.  They participated pro-actively, for example Miad mentions using sessions to ask questions to check her understanding: 

I like day-release because always I ask so many questions … but when you answer me I feel that my self-confidence + sometimes the questions I am asking you I know the answers but I want to feel confident (Miad: Logs: Assignment 1)

3.2.2  Tutor, in individual tutorials

They all participated in individual tutorials with me, (directed at CRP B, C, D)  in which I gave them feedback on their outputs. In Assignment 1, this process was imposed by me and participants were required to present a sequence of outputs: a lesson plan, an outline, and a draft of their assignment text, in Assignments 2 and 3, the participants themselves chose what they wished to show me. All three used these tutorials in a pro-active manner to obtain feedback on their work and to check their own understandings, for example: ‘I asked  you also about how to include the criteria of presentation and practice then  you suggested to take it from Ur and put it in my own words indirectly’ (Tattoo: Logs: Assignment 1). However, their need for these diminished over time: In Assignment 1, Thikra saw me three times, Miad four times (twice with regard to her outline) and Tattoo also four times (again, twice with regard to her outline). In Assignment 2, Thikra saw me three times, Miad five, and Tattoo three. In Assignment 3, Thikra did not see me at all, Miad and Tattoo saw me once each, and in both cases the focus of discussion was not the writing of the assignment, with which they felt comfortable but with the miscue analysis they had to carry out to investigate the development of initial literacy in one of their pupils.

3.2.3  Peers (in the regional group)

The key differences with regard to interpersonal interactions relate to peer-interactions. In Assignment 1, Thikra interacted with her peers in informal, wide-ranging discussions covering almost every aspect of the assignment (CRPs A-D), for example: ‘I discussed the teacher’s role with my sisters, colleagues and they told me about it they advised me some books to read about it’ (Thikra: Logs: Assignment 1).. In fact, 35% of her log entries record such interactions with her peers, and these appear to have been of considerable significance to her. Following Assignment 1 Thikra contrasted the value of these discussions with her tutorials: 

[T]hey are] useful in different ways for example if I am with my colleagues it is different we are putting general points together and discuss it if this is ok if this is what we want or  what the assignment require + with you I just want to make sure that I am on the right way or not + in the lectures new points coming out from different students that we should follow or not. (Thikra: Interviews: Assignment 1). 

In Assignment 2 however, these interactions ceased. In post-submission interview she explained that this was partly because she felt she no longer needed to seek advice from her peers and partly because she encountered different perspectives which actually confused her: 

[W]hat really led me not to discuss things with them + I found that they … have different ideas from the ones that I had …  so I stop ++ because I don’t want myself to be confused … if I want something I will come to you + straight away. (Thikra: Interviews: Assignment 2).  

For Tattoo on the other hand, peer-interactions were a significant part of her work throughout the research period. In Assignment 1 she developed a collaborative study relationship with one particular student (Nasra), with whom she would discuss concepts, issues or parts of texts, for example: 

[T]oday at 7.30 Nasra came to my place in the evening we sat and discussed the assignment she asked me to explain the assignment to her so I explained in this way + I told her that in section one we have to choose the quotations from the reading books and then after we choose the quotations we synthesise them and discuss them  including our own opinions from our experience our topic is meaningful and purposeful context. (Tattoo: Logs: Assignment 1). 

The study partnership with Nasra continued throughout the research period but in Assignments 2 and 3, Tattoo developed extensive relations with other peers. In Assignment 2, she developed interwoven social and study relationships with a number of female students in her group. In part this reflected the fact that she and the other  group members felt comfortable with each other: ‘we know each other more …  so we I mean there is a contact with some of them that we go out we are outing together shopping together having lunch together’ (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 2) and in part  the fact that in the second assignment the students felt better able to help each other: 

[T]he first assignment we were not sure we were all like in a maze you know trying to find our way out so it was difficult  …  to support another + in this assignment … it is very much related  … with our working … experience … and we were relying on that experience most of times. (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 2). 

Tattoo appears to have been fairly selective in her study relationships, choosing, where possible to interact with higher-performing students, particularly in the modular sessions taught alongside students from other regions.  These peer-interactions continued into Assignment 3 and included for example, agreements to maximise and share the benefits of individual tutorials. Tattoo and her colleagues would divide key questions amongst them and ask them in separate tutorials, sharing the answers afterwards: 

[S]ometimes  me and some other colleagues  we agree what questions to ask you so if there are two questions I ask you and Nasra will ask another two and then we exchange the information. (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 2). 

These interactions were clearly valuable in tackling many aspects of the three assignments, for example: 

I think that discussion with Khadijah is good because sometimes there are points that you don’t understand them and can get them from a colleague also discussion with Miad, Mariam  during the day-release is very beneficial erm also discussing with Nasra is good she is coming regularly to my place we revise the notes together we discuss on the telephone today she was talking to me about it usually we talk everyday. (Tattoo: Logs: Assignment 2). 

These arrangements had their limits. For example during the first assignment, when Tattoo met her first real block during the writing of her outline, Nasra was unable to help, and Tattoo had to resolve the situation through solitary reflection and tutor guidance: 

I solved it by coming referring to you as my tutor and by sitting by myself and thinking ok going through it there were times when I was tired I was tired and I was switching off computer going just sleeping and having cup of coffee and doing nothing and going out with friends and coming back to see it and read it and then I’ll say ok what did Simon say? I’ll go back to my notes I look at them what did he say? I am on right track or no? (Tattoo: Interviews: Assignment 1).  

For Miad, in contrast, peer-interactions were negligible in their extent or significance. There are references, particularly in Assignment 2 to informal contacts to arrange lesson observations or the passing on of books, and one reference to a phone call to a student from another regional group to clarify a concept but that is all. In addition to these, there was a brief period in Assignment 2 in which Miad interacted intensively with a small group of peers but this was because the group had asked for her help. 

3.2.4     Other persons

All three participants sought some kind of advice from persons outside the regional group (with regard to CRP B, C or D). Miad and Tattoo both consulted or tried to consult at least one student from a different group, Thikra consulted her brother in her first assignment (‘and in the introduction part my brother helped me in it because I wasn’t have a real clue about it’, Thikra: Interviews: Assignment 1), and Miad sought general advice from a graduate of the programme. All three also had interactions with teachers or head-teachers at their schools with regard to the logistics of their pedagogic applications, particularly in Assignment 2 when they had to arrange observations and trialling of tasks. 

4. Discussion
The study confirms the view of academic writing as a complex socio-cognitive process, in which interaction is central to both communication and learning, and implicating a wide range of textual and interpersonal interactions, and offers many points of correspondence with studies from other contexts. The way the participants interacted with me, their tutor, echoes the way ‘Katia’ in Gentil (2005) sought advice from her supervisors, whose interventions were decisive in her construction of Anglophone argumentation patterns, or the way ‘Yuko’ in Spack (1997) developed her literacy partly through interacting with instructors who could provide guidance within their specific areas. The way Tattoo interacted with peers echoes the way ‘Timo’, in Connor & Mayberry (1996), sought peer-review of his drafts, and the post-graduate Sociology students in Casanave (1995) helped each other make sense of their writing tasks. The way the participants deconstructed their assignment rubrics, interacted with disciplinary literature to construct their conceptual frameworks, planned and drafted their assignments also parallels findings elsewhere (for example Riazi, 1997, Gentil, 2005.) There are also aspects of process not reported in other studies, to the best of my knowledge. The use of previously written texts is reported in a number of studies (for example ‘Bouzida’ in Blakeslee, 1997) and a participant’s sense of his text as a ‘story’ is noted in Tardy (2005) but Miad’s revisiting of her texts in order to understand them as instalments or episodes in a story appears unusual. 

There is also evidence that through these interactions, the novice ESL participants adopted and developed approaches to academic writing similar to those adopted by the English L1 writers studied by Torrance et al (2000). The developmental trajectories of Miad and Tattoo point to the existence of two distinct approaches to the completion of academic texts, a ‘planning’ approach and a ‘drafting’ approach. Miad developed as a detailed planner working with an extensive range of planning instruments and was able to articulate her arguments fully before commencing drafting, with the result that the drafting stage was little more than a transfer of information.  Tattoo on the other hand preferred to outline minimally and to concentrate her efforts on working out her ideas through recursive drafting. 

The study also offers insights into the relation of approach to writing to success. Firstly, the two most successful participants, measured in terms of grade attainment over the research period (and ultimate degree classification), engaged in a wider range of textual interactions than the third, and interacted in ways which helped them to build up meta-knowledge about writing, which the third did not. There are differences in the approaches adopted by Miad and Tattoo, such as Tattoo’s practice of ‘readerly writing’, but there are also common patterns of interaction which distinguish Miad and Tattoo from Thikra. Both Miad and Tattoo understood the need to understand the values of the community of practice (Wenger, 1998) within which they were working, at least at the level of understanding what their markers would be looking for, and both explored the university’s assessment criteria at an early stage in Assignment 1. Thikra did not. Further, although all three sought information about writing from published or other academic skills training materials to some extent, Miad and Tattoo understood that the literature they had to read to complete their assignments, was also a valuable source of information about register, genre and lexico-grammar, and both deliberately mined the literature for such information. Again, Thikra did not.   

Secondly,  the study does offer support for the view that successful writing may be a function of comprehensive and detailed planning within a highly structured, if recursive, process (evidenced in Miad’s development as a ‘planner’). However, it also demonstrates that this is not the only approach that may lead to success: in particular the ‘outline-and-develop’ approach linked by Torrance et al (2000) with lower-quality writing, suited and served Tattoo better than the ‘detailed planning’ approach. It is clear from the study that for Tattoo, extensive pre-draft planning hindered rather than helped the development and reshaping of her ideas, and that what did help was extensive, recursive drafting with a commitment to ‘readerly writing’. It may be that what is at issue here is not the validity of a particular approach but the level of investment writers are prepared to make in whichever approach they adopt. Miad invested heavily in pre-draft planning, using a range of techniques, and this paid off. Tattoo on the other hand invested equally heavily in drafting and far more heavily than the ‘outline-and-develop’ writers in Torrance et al (2000) none of whom completed more than two drafts. It would seem that an approach used with middling success by some writers may be used to greater effect by other writers who are prepared to invest the time to make it work. 
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� Miad also appears  in Green  (2009). 


� CEFR B1 covers IELTS 4.0-5.0, B2 5.5-6.5.  (� HYPERLINK "https://www.ielts.org/researchers/common_european_framework.aspx" �https://www.ielts.org/researchers/common_european_framework.aspx�). Thikra had an approximate IELTS equivalence of 5.0, Miad, 5.5 and Tattoo, 6.0. 


� The data was transcribed word for word or part word using + signs to indicate pauses. No attempt was made to indicate prosodic features or pronunciation as these had no bearing on the research issues. The data presented here have been abbreviated for clarity and economy. Lines of stops in all cases indicate words omitted for the sake of clarity or economy.
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