Making knowledge claims in a postcolonial world: international postgraduate students’ academic writing
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At postgraduate level, students are required to formulate topics and research questions and to locate these topics within knowledge domains. This involves making intertextual links through referencing. An acadamic orientation course for international postgraduate students set out to teach the skills of referencing through a research paper task. A sample of six papers were analysed in order to determine how students were approaching the task of providing referential support for knowledge claims. This analysis is set in the context of the internationalisation of higher education and the implications of this for postgraduate students’ academic writing are discussed.

Introduction

Reporting uses paraphrase (ie expressing the ideas of an author in your own words) to acknowledge another author’s ideas. You can extract and summarise important points, while at the same time making it clear from whom and where you have got the idea you are discussing. (Trzeciak & Mackay 1994)

In Indonesia they never told us who wrote it. We never knew who wrote it. We just learned it. (postgraduate student)

Academic work is knowledge work. As academics we are in the business of gathering, generating, transforming and communicating knowledge. When students enter academia they enter a field of multiple domains of knowledge within which claims are made, investigated, assessed, and challenged. Texts are the major means by which knowledge claims are made and located within domains. 

The advice given to students by Trzeciak and Mackay (1994) assumes the intertextual nature of academic work and the centrality of texts to knowledge claims. Students are obliged, they state, to inform their readers of the authors of the knowledge that appears in their texts; they are required to authorise claims. The Indonesian student’s statement, however, suggests that knowledge is not always presented as authorised in the writerly sense even in higher education. Instead the authority for knowledge may be located in individuals (professors, lecturers) or in the institution itself. In this paper, we explore the ways in which a group of international postgraduate students made and legitimated knowledge claims in a research paper on a topic of their own choice. 

Writing at postgraduate level

In Australia many post-graduate courses involve a thesis or project component. This reflects the traditional place of postgraduate study in an academic career pathway. By carrying out a piece of independent research and writing up the results according to professional academic publication standards, the student is taken as having demonstrated an ability to carry out the role of lecturer in a tertiary institution. 

Students undertaking postgraduate study are generally those who have succeeded at undergraduate level. This means they have mastered the forms of writing used to communicate information in their disciplines such as the essay, practical report, review or survey. They have also developed information processing strategies need for assimilating and using complex bodies of material. 

However, many postgraduate students are returning to study after a period of professional and/or parenting experience (Garner & Wallace 1997). Their undergraduate writing skills may not have been practiced for some time. Also they may have completed their earlier courses in colleges of advanced education rather than universities in courses with a vocational rather than an academic  emphasis. The assumption that such students bring a repertoire of writing skills to postgraduate study may be wrong. 

In our work as academic advisers we have noted the kinds of writing issues that are more characteristic of postgraduate study. Firstly, students are expected to formulate original topics and research questions. Secondly, they are expected to have foundational disciplinary knowledge and to build on this in theorising new issues. Thirdly, their written texts and oral presentations are expected to be substantially more elaborated than an undergraduate essay. Finally, in thesis writing they are expected to use the genre that is appropriate within the discipline. 

These expectations have implications for the ways in which students can make and support knowledge claims. Consider the first two requirements. Not only are students expected to devise original topics for research but they are expected to theorise these topics in ways that are recognised as legitimate within their discipline. Only by locating the topic within a knowledge domain can its originality by established. And only by making intertextual links between the students’ statement of the topic and the statements of other investigators can it be located within a relevant knowledge domain. 

Students’ intertextual work has been the subject of several studies where it is variously termed ‘reading-to-write’ or ‘discourse synthesis’ (Flower 1987, Kantz 1989, Nelson & Hayes 1988, Spivey & King 1989). Aspects of reading-to-write that have been investigated include the selection of sources, perceived relationship between source use and task, note-making from sources and incorporation of source material into papers. In most of the studies referred to below students were given set topics so their relevance to thesis writing is not established. However, the findings do suggest that the relationship between  topic and the sources is important to students’ writing strategies. 

Individual student factors which affect choice of strategies include reading ability (Spivey & King 1989), understanding of the task (Flower 1989) and level of investment in the task (Nelson & Hayes 1988). Those students who have a reflective approach to the topic and see the task as important put greater time and thought into their selection and use of sources. Postgraduate students are more likely to fit this profile. It should be stressed that these studies assume a homogenous student population. Differences in cultural and language background were not a focus.

Task factors also affect students’ use of sources. Students are more likely to see careful selection and use of sources as important if the task has certain characteristics: if it necessitates dealing with a large and complex body of information (Nelson & Hayes 1988); requires knowledge transformation rather than reproduction (Flower 1987) and requires presentation to a specified ‘real’ audience rather than the assessor alone (Kantz 1989). Postgraduate level writing tasks, such as theses and research papers are more likely to fulfil these requirements. 

When these personal and task factors are present, students tend take an ‘issues based’ rather than a ‘content based’ approach (Nelson & Hayes 1988). They determine a likely angle on the topic before selecting material and to use the first stage of reading to further consider choices about their interpretation of the topic. In selecting sources they attend to the writer’s stance on the topic, showing awareness that there may be a range of positions available. Clearly topic interpretation and source selection are mutually influential processes. 

International postgraduate students’ entry into the academic discourse community

The increasing internationalisation of higher education in Australia and similar Western countries forms a context for this study. Internationalisation in higher education can refer to a diverse range of policies and practices some of which include cooperative research enterprises, off-shore course delivery and the hosting of students from overseas. Although overseas students studying in Australia  is not a new phenomenon we are currently experiencing a shift from an ‘aid’ to a ‘commodity’ model (Alexander & Rivzi 1993). Due to the current and continuing deregulation of international education (Cohen 2000) students in developing countries may now purchase higher education from institutions in many Western countries, provided of course they have the financial resources to do so. This has lead to a significant increase in the numbers of overseas students studying in Australian institutions a situation that is matched in similar Western countries (eg Canada and the UK). Facilitating the academic transition of these students has thus become a pressing issue for universities. 

International students are generally understood as facing three kinds of transition issues when entering a study program in a foreign country: language issues, cultural issues and pedagogic issues. These three aspects overlap and interact with each other in complex ways and all have the potential to influence students’ academic writing and they way it is perceived in the particular academic discourse community they have entered. A full discussion of these issues is not possible here but some points can be made. 

The internationalisation and the growing reliance on information technology as a means of education delivery has hastened progress towards adopting English as the dominant language of higher education globally. This shift is even being seen in countries like France where the local language has historically been strongly protected by government action (Riley 1996). The potential difficulties of studying in a second language are fairly generally known. McLoughlin (1995), for instance, compared the reading strategies used by students from Singapore where English is commonly studies and spoken to those used by students from Malaysia where English is much less popular. Singaporean students were more able to identify the main ideas in the texts read than Malaysian students who focussed instead on the detail of passages. This has implications for students’ ability to use sources effectively. Getting the ‘gist’ of a text is important to assessing its relevance and locating it within a knowledge domain. 

The dominance of English also has important cultural implications. Ivic (1991) notes that language is not a neutral transmitter of information. Along with learning a language, students are learning ‘theoretical and methodological models and ways of thinking’. He warns that with the standardisation of language may come ‘a process of uniformization’. This has important implications for students’ intertextual work. By using reference texts in the construction of a new text, the writer imports not only information but orientations to the specific topic, to the discipline and to knowledge in general. International students who wish to formulate topics and research questions that address issues in their ‘home’ contexts need to be aware of the effects of such importations.

As well as language and cultural differences, international postgraduate students may have pedagogic differences to deal with. An interview-based study of international women postgraduate students in Canada and Australia (Kenway & Langmead 2000) found that the experience of ‘academic shock’ was more problematic than the transition to a new cultural context. This was related to differences between the teaching/learning approach employed in their home countries where they completed undergraduate studies and that used in the postgraduate programs they had entered. Australian-based students (who are generally from South-East Asia) made the following comparisons which we have presented as a table:

Home country undergraduate program
Australian postgraduate program

Detailed transmission of information by lecturers
Students expected to find information themselves

Lecturers give assistance to students on request
Students expected to work things out for themselves

Students expected to reproduce knowledge
Students expected to analyse knowledge

Knowledge is right or wrong
A range of views are possible

Formal lecturer/student relationship
Casual lecturer/student relationship

Differences between undergraduate and postgraduate study as perceived by international students

These comparisons have many implications for academic writing and for our specific focus, the legitimation of knowledge claims within academic writing. The very notion that knowledge claims require legitimation may be novel in a system where knowledge is taken as given and is transmitted by those in authority to learners. The concept of writing as an act of knowledge construction may be inconsistent with an emphasis on the reproduction of given knowledge. This is not to suggest that international students are naïve or passive. Indeed student activism is central to movements for social change in many of their home countries and the contested nature of knowledge is played out in political struggle. However, where the pedagogical relation is constructed around knowledge reproduction, contestation may not be relevant or appropriate within that relation. Effective citation depends on the recognition of the intertextual nature of academic writing which in turn depends on the notion of an academic discourse community or communities. This view of knowledge as written texts circulated within a community may be at odds with a view of knowledge as something transmitted unchanged from expert to novice. 

The study

The remainder of the paper reports on the early findings of a study on the academic writing of a group of twenty-five international students. The students were all enrolled in an academic orientation program that is compulsory for recipients of funding through the Australian government scheme (Ausaid). The authors jointly teach the Academic Writing component of this program. Ausaid funded students come from a range of countries mainly in the South-East Asian, Asian and Pacific regions. Countries represented in this cohort include Indonesia, Vietnam, Laos, Pakistan, Mongolia and The Phillipines.

In the academic writing component of the Ausaid orientation program, students were introduced to the skills of advanced academic writing through the experience of writing a research paper on a topic of their own choice. They were taken through practical activities designed to facilitate topic formulation; location, assessment and use of sources; planning and writing the paper. Given that the end product of this course was a research  report, the need to include references to other work and support claims with citation was stressed. Students were also alerted to the importance of citation at the post-graduate level where there is an expectation that they will demonstrate an awareness of sources of information used in the development of the thesis. The importance of research was supported through structured library research and sessions dedicated to teaching how to include and acknowledge other people’s work and ideas in the paper. For example, in-text citation, constructing reference pages, using quotations and language choices for doing this.

For this study copies of all the students final drafts were collected. In order to generate categories for systematic analysis of all papers, a sub-group of six were selected, representing a range of topics and writers. This group six were subjected to sentence-by-sentence categorisation based in the first instance on whether or not sources had been acknowledged through citation or quotation. As well, reference lists were compared with topics to get a general sense of relevance of sources to topics. 

The next stage of analysis involved considering the presence or absence of referential support in terms of the nature of the statements. Were they such as would be considered by an academic reader as needing support? Where sources were used, was their relevance to the statements established? Where sources were not used but support was needed, were writers using other means of supporting their claims? Was there anything about the statements that might make them difficult to reference? Below we discuss students’ approach to authorising knowledge claims by focussing  on examples of statements with and without referential support. 

Knowledge claims with referential support.

The student response to using referential support was varied, however, when students did use citation, it was in a range of formats depending on the purpose of the writer. The following are three examples taken from student papers of the most common uses for referential support.

1. “Education and training are the national top priority policy and the cause of the entire people” (The National Assembly of Vietnam 1998, p.7). 

2. There are about 3.7 million Filipino working children with ages from 5-17 who are among 250 million children all over the world who are forced by poverty. (Philippine Daily Inquirer, 20 January 1998)

3. Mottershaw, in her article titled ‘A taxing question (Pakistan’s tax policy)’, has reported that the government has outlined certain methods to improve tax collection- “anyone purchasing cars, property, subscribing to telephone lines or purchasing tickets for travel will be automatically included”.

Example 1 occurs in the opening paragraph of the paper as a free-standing indented quotation. It follows logically from the preceding statement in which the writer states that the government supports the role of education as being crucial to the future of the nation. One point this quotation raises is the role of interpretation and translation of information from one language to another. It is interesting that the student wrote “and the cause of the entire people”, leading the reader to suppose from the phrasing that this is an awkward translation into English from Vietnamese. This point is evident in other student work also. A second point of interest is that this student was able to locate two information sources directly relevant to the topic, “Basic factors affect quality teaching in schools in Vietnam.” The reference page for this report contained 4 references (2 Australian government documents and 2 Vietnam government documents) of which, all were cited in text. 

Example 2 occurs in the body of the paper in which the writer presents an overview of child labor in the Philippines. The purpose of the citation is to validate factual material used in the discussion. It seeks to establish credibility for the writer’s argument by identifying material as taken from a textual authority, in this case, specific information on the Philippines and relative to a world context. Again, this student was able to locate relevant sources of information. The reference page contains 4 references (1 Philippine newspaper, 1 Philippine government document and 2 international documents) all of which are relevant and cited. However, while news items are cited in-text by newspaper title, on the reference page these are recorded by author.

Example 3 is an attempt at integrating quotation and citation into text. Paraphrasing is used in conjunction with a portion of the original text presented as a quotation. This paper is titled, “Measures for reducing tax evasion in Pakistan.” The citation is used to support the claim that a system of co-ordination and cross-verification between government departments is an effective check on tax evasion. The source used here by the writer is relevant to the discussion. It is an article on Pakistan’s tax policy from 1997 published by the Pakistani government. The range of sources drawn on to complete this paper indicate an awareness by the student to find appropriate and relevant materials as well as the accessibility of these materials. The reference page contained 7 references (1 Pakistan, the remainder from international journals), however, there were only two citations in the text (1 Pakistan and the other from one of the journals).

These three examples indicate the range of formats used by students to cite work to support claims and how they chose to do it. These are quotation, validation of factual materials, and support for statements and claims. A key point though, is that in order to be able to use referential information in text, two conditions must be met. The first is that information needs to be available on the topic being investigated, and secondly, the information must be accessible to the students. Although the mechanics of referencing are not format perfect, the writers demonstrate an understanding of one of the primary purposes of referencing, that is, to supply the source so that the reader can locate the source material.

In the first, the writer has used referencing, including quoting, extensively. This quotation is one of seven references in this paper. In this context, the quotation selection is a strong definitive statement and appropriate to the textual context. Through the use of quotation here, the writer creates a context to illustrate the discrepancy between government policy and practice in the education system in Vietnam.

In the second, the writer uses citation to validate factual information included in the text. This citation is one of five used in the paper, and though the paper is full of information claims (another 12), the others are unsupported. Throughout this paper, paraphrasing is the only strategy the writer uses to refer to other work and while this is adequate, it poses problems due to the language used. Furthermore, as can be seen from the following excerpt of the example used, “… are among 250 million children all over the world who are forced by poverty,” translation also presents difficulties. While this may be an accurate translation of the quotation in Filipino, it is an incomplete sentence in English.

In the third, citation is used to support the point the writer is making. The title of the source is given in the text as a form of introduction to the information. This is the second time in this paper that the writer has used this strategy. The question that arises from this is, does the writer use this strategy to establish the relevance of the information? If so, then the writer may not understand the relationship between the in-text acknowledgment of a source and the reference page. That is, that the readers are able check the reference list for these details themselves as long as the correct markers are given in-text. Although the paper indicates that the student understands the importance of citation, the mechanics of including and referencing other work remains a challenge. However, the inconsistencies and errors in format and style in referencing are not unique to this student, this is a pattern that is clear across most of the papers where citation is used.

Knowledge claims without referential support.

Despite the fact that library research was central to the course and that supporting claims with citation was strongly encouraged, all the focus papers included some or many unsupported assertions. In examining these assertions our analytical questions were: what kinds of claims were not supported with citations? What kinds of knowledge underpinned these assertions? What writing strategies other than citation were students using to strengthen these claims, if at all?

Consider the following statements from student papers, none of which was supported by an in-text citation. 

1. In India, there us a large regional organisation named as Self-Employed Woman Association (SEWA) with the aim of improving the small-scale woman entrepreneur

2. Here are very common that if someone have some work with bureaucracy they will get headache and get some trouble.

3. In a number of lower secondary schools, the teacher works too hard (over 30 hours per week) and teaches other subjects than the one he/she specialises in. Therefore, it is no doubt that the student suffers low quality teaching.

Example 1 occurred in the body of a paper that was otherwise fully referenced from print text materials. As a claim, this is not too controversial; it simply states the existence of an organisation. However, at postgraduate level particularly in thesis writing, students are expected to indicate an awareness of sources of information. A quick internet search revealed a web-site for this organisation which could have provided reference material. In this case a citation would operate as an intertextual signpost connecting readers with other sources of information. However, since the student obviously had this knowledge, she may not have seen the need to search for it.

Example 2 is the opening sentence of a paper entitled ‘How important is banishing bureaucracy in trade liberalisation?’. While the student’s grasp of English syntax is not perfect the use of the adjective ‘very common’, the non-specific human subject ‘someone’ and the statement’s position as the first sentence suggests the writer’s objective is to establish common ground between writer and reader. This can be read as a preliminary move before embarking on the argument proper. The ideal reader response to this writing strategy is one of recognition: ‘Yes, that’s exactly how I feel when I have to deal with bureaucracy.’ This is a rhetorical strategy on the part of the writer that is one that seeks to bridge the gap between writer, reader and content (Kantz 1989) in this case by establishing relevance. However, such strategies are only effective when the reader is able to recognise relevance. In this case, relevance assumes a form of bureaucratic organisation of social functions and further, one that is inefficient and confusing. If the reader has had nothing but straightforward trouble- free experiences with desk-clerks,  relevance breaks down. 

Example 3 occurs in a paper which argues that the quality of teaching in Vietnam is negatively affected by a number of factors including low pay, lack of professional development and an over-crowded curriculum. If this paper was referring to the Australian education system, the lack of referencing support would seem like a glaring oversight since debates about the resourcing of education are continually played out in the public domain. However, this example points to a difficulty facing international students who wish to write about important issues in their countries of origin and more specifically in their organisations. There may not be a climate of open debate particularly when this airs criticisms of government policy or practice. Or debates may lack a textual arena such as that produced by an active media. Researching material to support knowledge claims thus becomes a challenging process. This student uses insider knowledge as a basis for content and attempts to produce agreement with claims through rhetorical strategies. 

These three examples indicate the range of possible reasons for lack of citation in the papers. In the first , the student had referenced her paper quite fully but had not taken the opportunity to connect her readers to a relevant source of information. Her research was evidently driven by her own information needs rather than the perceived needs of her audience. It’s also possible that she had not considered the internet as a means of locating information on organisations. 

In the second, the student employed a rhetorical strategy intended to produce a recognition response on the part of the reader. This is a legitimate opening strategy in some kinds of academic and professional writing and speaking provided an adequately theorised definition of terms follows. However the problem with rhetoric is the assumption that what the writer sees as common ground will be the same for the (and all possible) reader(s). 

In the third, the writer presents a critique of resourcing of education in his/her home country and workplace. He/she has only been able to locate official government sources to use as reference material but these sources do not acknowledge the presence of critique, far less provide a discussion. His/her insider knowledge as an education worker in Vietnam provides a basis for claims but this kind of knowledge often lacks status within academic discourse. The student’s awareness that claims must be legitimated is indicated by his/her use of rhetorical strategies in an attempt to produce reader agreement. 

Conclusion

In this paper, we have explored the ways in which a group of international postgraduate students responded to the task of writing a research paper on a topic of their own choice. In particular we focussed on they ways in which they made and legitimated knowledge claims. Our observations indicated that writers made and legitimised knowledge claims in four ways. Firstly, through citation and quotation. Secondly, legitimisation was conditional on the writer's own information needs. Thirdly, through assuming a shared understanding of the context or idea with the reader, and finally, by using validating information with insider knowledge. In order for writers to appreciate the need for legitimising knowledge claims through referential support, they first need to appreciate that texts are the major means by which knowledge claims are made. Furthermore, that effective citation depends on the recognition of the intertextual nature of academic writing which in turn depends on the notion of an academic discourse community or communities. As instructors and facilitators of academic writing we need to appreciate that there are several factors that may make this kind of intertextual work problematic for some international students. Students’ learning experience in their home country institutions may be at odds with a view of knowledge as written texts circulated within a community. They may rather view knowledge as something transmitted unchanged from expert to novice. Further, the issues students choose to research may draw on forms of knowledge that, for political, economic or linguistic reasons are not easily accessible in textual form.
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