The craft of academic writing and the first year experience: the importance of marker to student communication.
Ms Sue Spinks, Department of Linguistics, Macquarie University

Writing is an important part of the first year experience, for some students relatively painless for others considerably painful. At Macquarie University there are a number first year teaching staff who see themselves somewhat in the role of “master” to their first year “apprentices”. They demonstrate through their marker feedback an awareness that the pedagogy of essay setting and assessing involves a two-way relationship: markers having a responsibility to help induct apprentice academic writers into the mysteries of their craft; and students expected to take some responsibility for their own induction into the relevant mysteries. The metaphor of apprenticeship has a particular relevance to disciplines like Education and Psychology, where the majority of students are preparing for specific, very applied vocations. But the notion of academic apprenticeship is popular among first year teachers in areas of the humanities and social sciences where there is no one vocation at the end of the road. This paper examines feedback from markers of first year assignments from the Departments of Education, Human Geography, Modern History and Psychology. In each case feedback from their students shows how much the mentoring role of these markers is appreciated by beginners who want to master the mysteries of their craft.

Introduction 

I am the Coordinator of Macquarie University’s Writing Skills Program and a first year coordinator in the Linguistics Department. A writing skills support teacher sees undergraduate assignments from all over campus and gains considerable insights into the range of marker feedback on various categories of assignments. While often impressed by the way my colleagues approach their marking tasks, I do sometimes find myself agreeing with student complaints about feedback  - especially feedback similar to the following, scribbled at the end of a student’s first essay in first year Anthropology: 12/15 (B+). The only other comments made anywhere on the 1200 word essay were three corrections to the student’s expression. The student concerned was angry and scornful about her tutor. She had come to university intending to major in Anthropology. She also took units in Modern History, Politics and Human Geography. She was not complaining about her mark (80%) although it was among the lowest she achieved that semester, but about the marker’s almost complete lack of engagement with her as a potential Anthropology major. She compared it to the kind of feedback she was getting in her other units (see here and in section 4 below), where she felt her tutors were taking her seriously. 

In Modern History for an essay awarded the same mark as the Anthropology essay above (80%):

Heidi
 - A couple of minor reservations: your referencing is scanty & incomplete (page refs always)    

you could be more precise in illustration of key points, eg. by using statistical materials available. (and see comment, p.5, on range of argument). That said, you write with style and great persuasive ability. Your sense of relevance is unerring and your line of argument is both clear and aware of complexity. (Your ability to blend treatment of French with non-French comparative material is a special highlight). This is a highly professional piece of historical analysis.

.

This student did not change her mind about her long-term goal - to work in human rights - but did change her mind about her major. She is now majoring in Human Geography, continued Modern History and Politics into second year, and has dropped Anthropology.

The examples of marker feedback quoted above represent two ends of a scale - “not-quite-worst practice”
 at one end and “close-to-best practice” at the other. At times I wish for the authority to educate colleagues about using the setting and marking of written assignments as a positive teaching tool. But at other times I am inspired by the mentoring practices of colleagues who are obviously well aware of their responsibilities as “master” to their student “apprentice”. 

Cognitive apprenticeship

Years ago I heard a colleague in Linguistics tell her class that every time they wrote an assignment they should think of themselves as “apprentices in a craft”.  About the same time, I read a comment on a problematic first year Modern History essay, where the tutor suggested that the student should take her “apprenticeship as a historian” more seriously. Neither Linguistics nor Modern History is traditionally involved in specific vocational training, unlike disciplines such as Accounting, Actuarial Studies, Computing, Engineering, Psychology and Teacher Education etc., where the analogy with learning a trade might be more obvious in real world terms, but these teachers were clearly comfortable with the metaphor.

We use the same metaphor in the Writing Skills Program, particularly in the annual pre-sessional seminars. Initially, the notion of students being involved in an intellectual apprenticeship is offered in the context of a discussion about continuous assessment. The message goes something like this: academics do not set assignments merely as a tool for assigning marks, rather there are good pedagogical reasons behind this seemingly tedious fact of undergraduate life. 

The notion of the undergraduate writer an apprentice in the craft of mature academic writing is well received by seminar participants, particularly when I point out that this metaphor implies a two-way responsibility relationship with their academic mentors. Unit conveners and class tutors have a responsibility to frame the discourse
 for their students, through specific instruction and modelling as well as through marker feedback. Students have a responsibility to follow the instructions, to learn from the models, and to be prepared to take risks and “get their feet wet” in the intellectual contexts of the discipline. I also give advice about how to establish and maintain this relationship, including how to ask for more feedback when they think they are not getting a fair deal.

Apprenticeship as a metaphor for academic learning is not a new one, and there is now a considerable body of literature applying it variously to early childhood, primary, secondary and tertiary education (Brown, Collins, and Duguid 1989; Rogoff 1990; Lave and Wenger 1991; Belcher 1994; Berkenkotter and Huckin 1995, to name but a few). Although much of the debate centres on postgraduate study, it can be applied at undergraduate levels as well. Even at a first year level we find numerous examples of academic staff whose understanding of their teacher/marker role fits the metaphor of apprenticeship. For instance, in the Psychology data drawn on here (see the description of data below) and elsewhere (Spinks 1998), there are several good examples of markers making comments that encourage the student to identify with Psychology and to begin to ‘contribute to the evolution of the community’ (Belcher 1994, 24). Moreover, assignments such as laboratory reports, field work research and case studies commonly ask first year students to engage, if only at a very junior level, in the real world research methodology of the discipline. Such assignments, as well as feedback which encourages engagement and risk taking within the discourse, help students to assume some of the responsibility for their own academic development.  

Data description 

The main motivation for this paper was the excellent mentoring practices of a number of experienced first year teachers at Macquarie University. Also of interest was how different departments and their first year coordinators help to frame the discipline for their students: instruction and modelling as well as feedback. Specific data discussed here comprises: 

· Examples of instruction and modelling from key first year units of study in the Departments of Education, Human Geography, Modern History, and Psychology. 

· Examples of feedback from two academics each in the Departments of Human Geography, Modern History and Psychology. 

For the first category, the data consists of discipline-based booklets, subject course guides (at Macquarie known as unit guides or unit outlines); and other information provided by academic colleagues. For the second category, a growing corpus of undergraduate writing gives access to feedback provided on first year assignments (essays, tutorial papers, critical reviews, laboratory reports) written for the units listed above. Assignments in the corpus are sourced from three groups of students: 

A. First year psychology students (also covering a wide range of GPA success), whose written assignments comprised part of the data analysed elsewhere (Spinks 1998). 

B. A group of students who are my subjects in a longitudinal linguistics research project looking at the development of techniques of thematic progression and control in undergraduate writing in the humanities and social sciences. 

C. A small group to whose essays and thoughts on the essay writing process I have easy access because of their close friendship with my student daughter. 

The Psychology data (Group A above) is the most extensive, comprising 212 PSY104 essays and 178 PSY105 laboratory reports. Although the data is now five years old, the units targeted have not changed very much in the way they frame the subject. This corpus has been analysed in depth for marker feedback strategies (Spinks 1998), and some of that discussion will be included below.  

The apprenticeship metaphor at work in the first year writing experience at Macquarie.

In a paper on tutor feedback, Lea and Street (1996, 1), comment that:

learning in higher education involves adapting to new ways of knowing: new ways of understanding, interpreting and organising knowledge. Academic literacy practices - reading and writing within disciplines - constitute central processes through which students learn new subjects and develop their knowledge about new areas of study.

These new ways of knowing go hand in hand with new ways of writing  - ways of writing appropriate to the relevant intellectual community (Bazerman, 1988; Halliday & Martin, 1993; Lea & Street, 1996). Most first year students are thus faced with a multi-faceted task: learning new content; learning new ways of understanding, interpreting and organising that new knowledge; and learning new ways of writing their knowledge. 

For many students the last of these new ways poses one of their major problems. They are told that analysis, interpretation, evaluation are important aspects of good academic writing practice, but what exactly academic markers mean by such terms is not always clear, nor is it clear whether the meanings are constant across disciplines. As argued elsewhere, (Spinks 1996 & 1998) first year students are usually reasonably competent at writing descriptively, but many will fumble their first attempt at delivering the level of analysis expected at university. Since much of the corpus data demonstrates that issues relating to appropriate levels of analysis and evaluation are often more significant indicators of essay grade than are issues of grammar, spelling, punctuation or even structure, students clearly need to make some sense of them at an early stage. Mentoring markers do comment on issues of grammar etc., of course, but the mentoring skill most appreciated by students keen to immerse themselves in their chosen disciplines is the ability to lead students to an understanding of the kinds of analysis and argument rewarded within a particular discipline. 

Framing the discourse: instruction and modelling strategies in the target departments and units 

Several first year coordinators at Macquarie University go to considerable lengths to provide both instruction about and models for the writing tasks they set their students. Such mentoring practices are only to be expected from disciplines like Education and Psychology, which are training the majority of their students for direct entry into a specific profession.  At Macquarie, Human Geography and Modern History provide good examples of non-vocational based disciplines that act in a similar way. Here are some of the ways in which these disciplines provide instruction and/or models for their first year students.

· The Department of Education holds an orientation day just before the start of first semester, which includes a writing skills session.

· A one hour lecture, “Essay Writing for Psychology”, given by me, is scheduled in the first semester Psychology unit just after the return of the first assignment (a 300 word summary task), and several weeks before the major assignment, a research essay, is due.

· The Psychology Department also schedules practical tutorials on library skills and essay writing in their first semester unit, and a practical tutorial on the methodology of laboratory report writing in their second semester unit. The students in the second semester unit have two reports to write. For the first report they are given the Methodology and Results section (written up by the unit convener) and asked to write up the Introduction and Discussion sections themselves for assessment. They are given very specific instructions as to what should go into each of these sections, the whole task being a kind of guided practice for the bigger assignment to come, where they have to write the whole report on their own.

· In Departments of Education, History, Human Geography and Psychology, students receive guidelines on essay writing, either through separate pamphlets available from the department office, or through specific instructions in unit outlines. 

· In the first semester Psychology unit, there is a set textbook on writing for Psychology. The text set each year is either Writing in Psychology: A Student Guide, by T. Raymond Smyth, (1994), or Writing for Psychology: an introductory guide for students. By R. O’Shea (1993).

· In one of the first year History units, there is now a bulletin board on the unit website, where considerable feedback and other kinds of staff to student mentoring is currently taking place.

· In the Human Geography unit, some lecture and tutorial time is spent on instruction in how to tackle a geography essay, and an extra (optional) essay writing tutorial is scheduled, between the two written assignments.  

Students in Education, Human Geography and the two first year History units under discussion here, frequently express their appreciation for the ways in which first year coordinators and some tutors help to frame the discourse, and for the mentoring role provided by most. The response from Psychology students has been mixed in the past (Plum 1998; Spinks 1998), possibly reflecting problems arising from the very large numbers of first year students and the correspondingly large numbers of tutors/markers. However, first year psychology students presenting for writing skills support this year have expressed appreciation for the mentoring they have had so far, even if they are awaiting the return of their first essay with some trepidation.  

Master to apprentice: marker feedback “best practice”

In this section, the feedback practices of six markers (two each in the Departments of Human Geography, Modern History, and Psychology) will be illustrated, beginning with Psychology.

Psychology

As part an Australian Research Council funded project, “Framing Student Literacy: Cross-cultural aspects of communication skills in Australian university settings”, the Macquarie research team looked at a considerable body of student data from Psychology. This involved collecting marked assignments and conducting Focus Groups with a small numbers of the students (Plum 1998; Spinks 1998). The feedback data was analysed first according to the grade awarded
 and then according to specific categories of marker comment (see Spinks 1998, 165-6). There were several impressive markers in the data and two are presented here. Much of the following discussion of the Psychology data has been reproduced, mostly verbatim, from the original report (Spinks 1998). The wording has been changed in a few places in order to position the material comfortably within the present context, and some of the original discussion has been omitted.

First marker

This marker’s feedback strategy for an A graded essay proved an exception to the general rule evident in the Psychology data that end comments on A assignments will be brief and consist of general congratulations.  In response to a PSY104 essay (graded A -) on group and interracial differences in IQ and achievement, the marker wrote this quite detailed comment on the last page:

Congratulations! You have written a very good essay here. You do have a talent for clearly and concisely explaining issues. You have also done well by using experimental evidence to back up your points. However, if you want to get your grades up even further you need to stop relying on textbooks so much and go out & read the papers they talk about. This will give you more detail about the studies & allow you to be more critical of the research presented. You have to be careful, too, of making it clear how your data is relevant to the essay topic. Otherwise though - VERY WELL DONE.

In addition there are many extended comments throughout the essay, offering encouragement, congratulations, helpful advice on aspects of the subject matter the student seemed unsure of or had misunderstood, and some minor corrections to expression and referencing procedures - all obviously aimed at helping a promising first year student learn more about the ways of knowing and the ways of writing psychology. Here are two of these internal comments:

At the end of the abstract:

Conclusion? What conclusion did you come to in the end?  The abstract is not really like a contents page but more a brief description of the issues covered & the conclusions reached.

When the student quotes without comment a reference that claims IQ tests have been standardised on white populations, the marker comments:

This is incorrect. Individual IQ tests are standardised on populations which are stratified to include members of all minority groups in the approx. percentages they occur in the country the test is used in. They also stratify gender and SES.

Here is the same marker making an effort to give feedback to another PSY104 student that will explain why a competent response has been awarded a B rather than an A:

You have written a good essay here - congratulations. You have chosen issues which are relevant and your writing style is concise and fluent. In order to improve you need to take care in a few areas (1) you need to make sure that you don’t leave points hanging eg if you say s/thing is flawed say WHY. (2) Describe and evaluate the research. You describe well but you need to try & integrate a bit more eg integrate the stuff on SES to the results of the Moore study - Otherwise, you have done well.




   
    

This marker clearly sees her role as a mentoring one and treats the setting and marking of assignments as a teaching/learning tool as well as an assessment tool. This kind of tutor/marker is highly regarded and much sought out by students in the various Psychology units. The focus group discussion data records several instances of students expressing envy about how the tutor of another group, or marker of another topic, had met the needs of students more satisfactorily than the one they had been exposed to. (from Spinks 1998: 170-172)

Second marker

Here is a compassionate mentor dealing with a student whose essay has been graded as CQ (a conceded pass). The essay is naive and uncritical, but the marker has ticked several of the student’s main points, and clearly believes that this student has potential despite the poor quality of his/her first piece of work. The marker is taking some trouble to induct the student into the ways of knowing necessary for success in Psychology. It is an unusually long comment for a CQ essay:

You are clearly an enthusiastic supporter of Maslow, & it is true that his attempt to account for the creative and spiritual aspects of the human was a brave one, and that theories which reduce these aspects to some lower factor do not supply a full account of human functioning. Nevertheless, there are some very real problems with Maslow’s account, & you have not fully engaged with the arguments put forward by Geller and others. One of the main points Geller makes is that Maslow’s theory is based on the notion of an inner core that is innate - this limits the view of the human in that it suggests that self-actualisation is - in a sense - pre-programmed. A more social view of human beings places greater emphasis on the socio-cultural world and our engagement with it, and sees humans as making choices within the opportunities that the world provides. You need to be more cautious about some of the claims you make (see my notes above). In Psychology things have to be backed up by evidence & logical argument.









(from Spinks 1998: 195)


Modern History

There are two markers who stand out in Modern History:

First marker

This academic was one of the first recipients of a Macquarie “Excellence in Teaching” award, of which several are awarded each year. His common feedback practice is to attach an A4 sheet of typed comment to the essay. Places inside where he might have made a margin comment are assigned a number, much like an endnote. The sheet of typescript takes the form of a memo, addressed to the student by name, advising them first: “Some comments on your first essay in HIST112”. Next come the endnotes, anything from four to twelve of them, depending on the quality of the essay; and finally a paragraph headed General Comments. Here is some of the feedback this marker gives a student who had done well in history at school, but found herself somewhat out of her depth in her first university history essay. It was marked at 52% (CQ). The endnotes to her essay range from brief two-liners to large paragraphs that are often framed in terms of how to write history:

3. Evidence? This is a general point . A good history essay, like a good legal argument, must try to persuade the reader. That means giving evidence and discussing the quality of the evidence. (Remember, when you say something in an essay you become, in a sense, responsible for its truth.) That is why footnotes are so important. Who would take seriously a legal argument that offered no evidence? The job of testing your argument against the evidence also forces you to check how good it is, and to refine, clarify and sharpen it. Finally, by offering evidence you give the reader a chance to assess your argument. For all these reasons, testing arguments against the evidence is one of the basic skills of good history writing. 

Two other endnotes to the same essay illustrate how this marker continually positions himself in the master to apprentice role:

4.I do not know this source and it looks very interesting, which makes it frustrating that you have not given a proper footnote. After all, the point of many footnotes is to let the reader check the original source if they want to. Date? Publisher?

7. When you say something you become responsible for its truth, so it is rarely enough just to cite an expert. You must also check the validity of what the expert says. What is Goody’s evidence?

The general comment to the essay picks up these and several other points and then offers some encouragement and hope for the future:

Disappointing. The research is very thin, and the writing is marred by far too many blunders of style, punctuation and spelling. Most important of all, you have not really tested your ideas against the evidence, but offered a loose summary of some ideas from two main sources. That is not enough for a university essay. On the other hand, there is evidence here of intelligence and ability, and if you can get into the habit of testing your ideas (ie whenever you say something, immediately ask: what evidence is there that this is true?), you ought to start producing much better work.

The student concerned (from Group B above) took his advice to heart, came to a few Writing Skills workshops, and went on achieve C+/B- grades in her second semester Modern History unit. 

Second marker

This marker also has a well-established reputation among both staff and students for his teaching and marking practices. He wrote the comment on Heidi’s essay quoted in the Introduction to this paper.  Here is what this tutor has to say in a general comment at the end of Heidi’s second essay for the same unit: 

Heidi - ideally I would like a more explicit “baseline” to your argument, explaining what stuck Tito’s Yugoslavia together as a ‘nation’ to start with. I’ve also indicated in margins where you might develop aspects of your arguments more clearly. These minor grumbles aside, I find it difficult to suggest improvement. First-rate research skills; good use of evidence; very clear expression; above all a wide-ranging and very clearly developed line of argument, with the added bonus of a conclusion which appraises all possible alternative interpretations. Highly professional. I hope you intend to do more History. You have a notable talent for it.

His comment on a short tutorial exercise written by a less able but promising student, Amy, is almost a quarter the length of the paper he is assessing. This tutorial paper was graded 70% (B-): 

Amy - An interesting attempt at thematic treatment of the subject.



Excellent referencing



Excellent focus on the full question



Excellent grasp of the realities of the situation in Vietnam at various key points

The comparative approach does have its drawbacks, however, & maybe a bit more precision in discussing the chronology of change would help to explain the limits of Viet. Freedom of action in various eras - viz The decolonizing period/Cold War/ post-Cold War & international free market dominance phases of the last50 years. Sometimes what happens ‘off stage’ is more important than the stage action itself. At any rate an original approach. You clearly have a solid range of skills. I look forward to next essay. 

Human Geography

The third discipline takes us to Heidi again. There are two markers and again both have reputations across campus as excellent teachers. Their students report that they make themselves available to discuss any student problems with the work and that their advice is always specific and clear. 

First marker

This marker was co-convenor of the Human Geography unit GEOS111. This is her comment on an A essay:

Excellent essay Heidi. You have dealt with the issues underlying this question impressively. The balance was just right. You have a great writing style and presented the arguments and counter arguments most effectively. The use of the Geos 111 material was what was wanted, although you could have relied on it more than you did. More use of the indicators was possible to provide evidence to support your arguments. Still the overall product is great.

This student is a confident and fluent writer but came from school hesitant about anything that might have to do with mathematics, including graphs, charts, statistics etc. Her hesitancy has manifested itself in the very way the marker identifies - an tendency to avoid the graphic material that good geography students need to handle with confidence. This is skillful mentoring of an A grade student.

Second marker

For the second piece of Human Geography feedback we follow Heidi into second year in order to demonstrate the development of the mentoring relationship as students show their commitment to higher levels of study. Heidi had complained about a Politics essay where she was graded 72% (B) with the only comment a congratulations on a good essay, followed by a list of additional issues she should have covered but giving no indication what could have been left out to make room for them. Her first assignment in second year Human Geography also carried comment about missing issues, but was still graded 24/25 (A+): 

Very good work. I was particularly pleased by your linking of the restructuring in the industry
 to the global, regional & national levels. The essay could have been further improved by situating the industry in the broader literature on industrial restructuring. How is the industry similar/different from other industries. Likely to be similar (at least in some respects) to other global illegal industries (prostitution, people-smuggling, cocaine). Could also give some more attention to the role of the Chinese triads - they are the TNCs in the industry.

The student had used the full word limit and there was no suggestion in the marker’s margin comments that anything she had written was irrelevant. On the contrary, every paragraph was ticked and there were many positive comments. The end comment quoted above seems to be more an intellectual dialogue with a student the marker clearly recognises as a potential peer than a serious criticism.

Conclusion

Despite some reservations about the apprenticeship metaphor within academic contexts (Belcher 1994; Candlin 1998; Gollin 1998; Plum 1998; Spinks 1998), it remains a useful conceptual framework for discussing best practice in the communicative relationship between first year teachers/markers and their first year students. No metaphor is ever perfect. Neither is any human relationship ever perfect, and the dual responsibility relationship involved in mentoring undergraduates is often far from perfect. The fault can lie on either side: staff may have only a lacklustre commitment to their mentoring role, students may lose the necessary motivation (indeed, for one reason or another, may never have had it) to carry out their side of the contract.

There is also the question of level. The mentoring relationship is likely to become closer as the student moves into higher levels of study. This is partly a resources issue (many third year classes are considerably smaller first year one), but it also reflects the fact that students taking higher level units are often self-selected, and in many cases are showing themselves to be serious contenders for colleague status with their tutors.

In practical terms, the real issue seems to be how best to foster both the concept and the practice of cognitive apprenticeship among staff and first year students. In a paper presented to the Third Pacific Rim Conference on First Year in Higher education, Krause said that it is ‘essential to consider not only the outcomes but the inputs in tertiary institutions’ (1998:9). The challenge for the coordinators of large first years units and for student support service staff is to find ways of encouraging all teachers of first year students to adopt ‘best practice” mentoring strategies similar to the ones presented above.
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� Names used here are not students’ real names.


� But not absolute worst practice. I reserve that description for comments like the following: “My God! How did you get to university?”, and “You think??? Whatever makes you think you can think? ”


� For discussion of “frame” see (amongst others) Tannen 1993 and MacLachan & Reid (1994).


� The Macquarie grading system is currently A, B, C, CQ (conceded pass), F.
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