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When students first enter university, they are often introduced to a range of disciplines, each allowing students to experience what it might be like to study further in that area. However, the excitement of experiencing new and different ways of thinking about information can be overshadowed by the difficulties students encounter in expressing these in writing as they move from one unit to another, and as a result, from one discipline to another as well as from one set of lecturer expectations to the next. This paper explores some of the writing challenges students face when they move from unit to unit by examining a snapshot of one semester's essay writing requirements along with lecturer expectations as revealed through in-depth interviews with first year lecturers in a multidisciplinary compulsory first year. The differing requirements and expectations in writing are compared between units and used as a basis for analysing some of the reasons why students experience difficulty and why lecturers are often so frustrated with the written performance of their students.

Introduction

Student difficulties with writing at university have been well documented since the late 1800s (Russell, 1991) and are still in evidence today as testified to by the number of Academic Skills Advisers who deal with writing issues, as well as the on-going call from industry, academics and politicians alike to deal with the perceived crisis in literacy (Lea & Street, 1998; Reid, Kirkpatrick, & Mulligan, 1998; Russell, 1991). Academics have lamented a range of writing problems and have expressed concern with:

· mechanics -  grammar, spelling and punctuation (Baynham, Beck, Gordon, Lee, & San Miguel, 1994; Lea, 1994);

· "expression" (Russell, 1991);

· use of "plain English" (Russell, 1991);

· ability to understand and explain facts (Russell, 1991);

· ability to argue (Lea & Street, 1998) ;

· ability to structure (Lea and Street, 1998); and

· plagiarism (Baynham et al., 1994; Currie, 1998; Russell, 1991).

This list is certainly a subset of concerns academics have about writing. Interviews with lecturers have revealed that while they "know good writing when they see it", they have difficulty in explaining why a piece of writing is poor (Lea & Street, 1998 p. 162). These difficulties are perceived as a failing of the students and a failing of the their pre-tertiary education.

But how do students feel about their own writing abilities and how do they view their experiences on entering university? The main title of Lea's (1994) paper would seem to say it all: "I thought I could write until I came here". Both Lea (1994) and Lillis (1997) attest to the difficulties that their students had in attempting to work out the hidden rules governing what could be said and how it needed to be said. Their students stated that it felt like they were learning a new language with special requirements that they were unclear about, including what to put in the introduction, where the description goes and where the analysis goes. They also did not feel privy to certain understandings within the various knowledge areas. Their questions included the following. Which content is considered relevant and which is not? When is it appropriate to use personal experience and when  is it not? What counts as 'evidence' and what makes for 'better' evidence? These questions did not appear to resolve with exposure to a variety of university writing experiences and in fact the students felt that their difficulties were exacerbated as they moved from unit to unit (Lea, 1994; Lillis, 1997).

Perhaps students' difficulties in developing appropriate academic style are affected by the differences in writing requirements and expectations between the various units, over and above the difficulties in achieving the general characteristics of "academic writing". These general characteristics of academic writing in themselves do pose new challenges for students as they can differ in many ways from their pre-tertiary writing experiences (see Johns, 1997; Kaldor & Rochecouste, in press for a discussion of general features of academic writing). Writing successfully in individual units, however, requires more than knowledge of general characteristics. As Chanock (1994) and Lea & Street (1998) point out, entry to university is not just about learning more knowledge and reflecting that back in writing. It is about learning new ways of thinking and interacting with knowledge, as well as learning about the ways that knowledge is created. These new ways of viewing the world differ from discipline to discipline and these differences are reflected in the writing of each discipline. 

Discipline differences impact greatly on the nature of the tasks given to students and as a result impact greatly on the writing requirements. Several researchers (eg see Buckingham, 1994; Kaldor, Herriman, & Rochecouste, 1998) have examined  student writing from units representing a range of disciplines. These studies demonstrate the significant differences in writing requirements which can occur between units in different disciplines  including differences in the discourse patterns adopted and the linguistic features used.

How easily can these examples of disciplinary practice within specific units of certain disciplines be generalised for students? As Lea & Street (1998) point out,  not all the players agree or interpret expectations in the same way: the codes and conventions of academia and even of the disciplines cannot be assumed to be a given. Certainly amongst lecturers, there appears, even within a given discipline, to be wide variation in expectations (Johns, 1997; Lea, 1994; Lea & Street, 1998). It would appear that literacy practices at university are not clearly agreed upon or even universal in their nature, rather they are contested, resulting in an unclear and confusing path for many students.

As part of a larger research project, I wanted to know how these ideas of "contested literacies" would practically translate into challenges a student might face in a compulsory multidisciplinary first year: to take a snapshot of the writing requirements and lecturer expectations with which they are faced in one particular semester in order to examine their similarities, their differences and their contradictions.

Methodology
This part of the study was conducted in the business faculty of a large Australian university. All students in the business degree programme at this university are required to complete a core set of eight units in the first year prior to embarking upon their majors. Each of the eight units provides the students with a chance to "taste and try" a range of different disciplinary areas within business. The eight units include  economics, accounting, finance, management, marketing, statistics, management of information systems and legal studies. Students complete four units per semester and can take these in any combination and in any order.

Semi-structured interviews (see appendix 1 for outline of interview protocol) were conducted with the lecturers of each unit. For this part of the study, the aims were to ascertain their impressions of student writing, to discuss the different types of writing students were required to do in semester 2 of 1999 in their units, and to determine what they considered to be "good writing". Based on transcriptions of these taped interviews and the handouts that the lecturers provided to the students for each assignment, I put together a set of expectations that I thought the lecturer wanted to see in the final written product and presented these at a confirmation interview. Each lecturer went through the features either confirming and elaborating, or correcting and changing any aspects with which they disagreed.

For the purposes of this paper, the analysis and discussion is restricted to lecturer expectations in those assignment tasks requiring the submission of an essay. Other writing requirements such as marketing plans have not been included. Of the eight units in the first year programme, five required the submission of an essay. These were in the areas of accounting, management, legal studies, economics and statistics. The areas of statistics and economics each had two lecturers, resulting in a total of seven lecturers being involved in the delivery of these five units.

Results and discussion
So what did the lecturers want to see in the essays? Analysis of their expectations revealed that they each wanted a different combination of sometimes conflicting requirements. All lecturers wanted in-text and end- text referencing, but from there on requirements differed greatly as shown in table 1.
Table 1

Lecturer expectations: essay requirements

Expected features of good assignments
Acc
Man
Econs
Stats
Law

Format:






· headings

*

*


· content page

*

*


Introduction






· definition
*
*


*

· connection with question prompt
*
*


*

· thesis statement
*





· assumptions


*



· summary


*



Body






· one side of argument
*





· varying viewpoints

*


*

· application of techniques


*
*


· analysis of data


*
*


Conclusion






· restatement of thesis
*





· own view after discussion

*
*
*
*

· implications for real world

*




Research Sources






· textbooks
*
*
*
*
*

· journals
*
*

*
*

· databases


*



· popular press

*

*


· interview

*




Given this variety in essay writing expectations, as shown in the above table, it is no wonder that the students described by Lillis (1997) and Lea (1994) expressed the frustrations that they did.

So what factors affected the lecturers' expectations of the final written essay? Initial interpretations of  the data reveal four major factors:

· the reason for setting the essay task;

· the thinking of the discipline;

· the lecturer's personal beliefs about "good writing" in relation to teaching objectives; and

· the need to assess students' understanding;

The reason for setting the essay task

A major determiner of what was expected related to the reason for which the essay was set. These reasons varied greatly from unit to unit. Table 2 outlines the reasons for each of the five essay tasks as determined through examination of the question prompt, the transcript of the initial interview, and through confirmation interview with the lecturers.

Table 2

Reasons for which essay tasks were set in each unit.

Unit
Reason for setting the essay task

· Accounting
· For students to argue one side of an issue, going beyond the lecture and textbook, but based on concepts learnt in the course

· Management
· For students to explain in depth a concept presented in the lecture and textbook and relate it to the real-world

· Statistics
· For students to analyse data and interpret the results of  their application of particular statistical concepts, learnt in the lecture and text book.

· Legal Studies
· For students to discuss a legal issue which goes beyond the lecture and textbook.

· Economics
· For students to infer which concepts/principles/models, presented in the lecture and textbook, had been applied in an article from the popular press and to analyse the data and conclusions or assertions presented by the writer.

The above table reveals a wide range of differing reasons each of which can affect lecturers' expectations in different ways. Depending upon the reason, these can include the type of critical engagement expected, aspects of the structure of the essay, the content of the essay, and the types of sources that need to be consulted.

In this study, reasons were often, though not always, revealed through the question prompt and these impacted in a variety of ways on the lecturers' expectations of the final written product. Some question prompts clearly demonstrated the underlying reason and in doing so allowed the students to see some of the expectations, as shown in the  following example from the Management unit.

"Describe the process that groups commonly go through as they develop. How do group characteristics such as role, structure, norms, cohesiveness and informal leadership affect group? How might the management of a mature group differ from the management of groups that are not yet mature? Use actual examples to highlight your views."

The aim behind this prompt is to explain the concept of groups in the manner outlined. The lecturer's expectation that students should start the essay by defining groups and explaining the process that they go through follows directly the question prompt. Likewise, the structure of the body follows from the question prompt .

In other assignments, the reasons for setting the assignment are alluded to but not fully stated as part of the prompt. For instance, the statistics assignment reads as follows.

"Consider the following newspaper article.


The union claims that the average number of sick days taken by an officer is 8.4 days per year. A survey of 35 police officers found that these officers were absent for the following number of days per year.


At the 5% level of significance, test the union's claim. Use both the Critical Value method and the p-value approach."

While not explicitly stated in the above prompt, the reason behind setting the written assignment had been to evaluate the students' abilities to interpret and critically analyse the results. This impacted upon the lecturers' expectations which they had explained through the lecture. Not only did they want the appropriate number crunching as laid out in the question prompt, but they wanted an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the two approaches to be applied,  the limitations of the statistical analyses (eg sample size) and hence the limitations this places on the interpretation. They also wanted to see the results interpreted in relation to other studies in the area of absenteeism.

In all the essay tasks, another major area which was affected by the reason for setting the task, concerned the sources the lecturer expected the students to use. This was one aspect that was never signalled in the question prompts. Where the reason was to apply concepts learnt in the course, the lecturers often expected students use the lecture notes and textbook as the major source of these concepts. This occurred in the economics and statistics essays. Students often failed, however, to meet the lecturers' additional expectations of searching also related to the lecturers' further reasons for setting the task. In the case of economics, both lecturers wanted students to search for more raw data using appropriate databases in order to fulfil the critical component of the task. They were not interested in students searching journals for conflicting views about the concepts being taught. In the case of statistics, the lecturers wanted additional sources to be consulted for the purposes of interpretation. They were not interested, however, in more raw data, but rather in other studies in the area of absenteeism and were happy for these to come from a wide range of sources including journals, newspaper articles, the internet, and other text books. 

The requirements for searching in other units were also different. For instance, the management lecturer, in contrast with the economics and statistics lecturers, wanted students to look for sources other than textbooks to explain and discuss concepts. For these they were expected to go to journals.  She also wanted, however, students to make connections with the real world through case studies, and these were expected to be sourced differently. In addition to journals, students were expected to consult the popular press, videos, and they were even expected to interview managers. Reports from the lecturers reveal that students did not always use sources as required.

While the reasons for setting the essay was a major determinant of lecturer expectations, this was not the only factor. Another strongly contributing factor was the way in which the discipline areas constructed and engaged with knowledge.

The thinking of the discipline

Disciplinary practices and thinking have long been acknowledged as impacting upon writing through the way in which knowledge is constructed, interpreted and organised (Chanock, 1994; Lea, 1998; Williamson, 1988) and these were evident in different ways, and to different degrees, in lecturers' expectations of their students' writing.

For some of the lecturers, the thinking of the discipline strongly affected the structure of the essay as seen in this comment from one of the economics lecturers. 

" I always impress upon my students that in economics it is very important to be systematic in the way you organise your answer. It is not difficult, so we first of all start off with assumptions because in that way it helps to organise their argument and their thinking. Then comes the explanation of the principle in the context of using the assumptions they have laid out. Then the conclusion follows from the argument... I always encourage my students 'Don't jump around because if you're going to have your assumptions at the end, its not going to help with the explanation'.."

In the above example, neither the prompt nor the purpose for setting the essay would have indicated this order. When students did not follow the logic of the discipline through their structuring, it often led to frustration as expressed by one of the statistics lecturers.

"..it doesn't flow..so instead of working out your statistics, putting your hypothesis down, putting your critical value down, working out your test value, your decision rule and then your conclusion or interpretation, they have things all over the place."

Structure was not the only aspect of writing that disciplinary thinking sometimes had an impact upon in terms of the expectations of the final written product. For instance, some lecturers required the use of numerical tables, mathematical calculations, and graphs to be integrated into the students' essays as required in their discipline. This was also expressed by the economics lecturer.

"..graphs and tables bring some of the explanation better than many words. And they are supporting evidence... they have to relate the relevant points from the graph or table."

In some disciplines the expectations were for strong connections with the real-world through the detailed use of cases, whereas others did not want that. This contrast can be seen in these two sets of comments about expectations of the essay task. This first comment comes from the management  lecturer.

"..  we also ask people to use television shows, videos, newspaper and interviewing managers as well -  to see what managers do compared with what the textbooks say"

In contrast, is this statement from the legal studies lecturer.

"...I don't want them to describe the facts in the case. That's the whole point that we make in legal framework - that it's the timeless principles rather than one-off facts."

Along with the purpose for setting the essay task, disciplinary thinking has a major impact on the writing expected. However, the study reveals that alongside, and sometimes even over-riding discipline requirements, are the  lecturers' individual perceptions or beliefs about good writing in relation to the teaching objectives they have for their first year students.

The lecturer's personal beliefs about good writing in relation to teaching objectives

Lecturers' beliefs about what made for good writing varied greatly. Sometimes it governed the entire structuring of the essay in quite specific detail as occurred with the accounting lecturer's expectations. His beliefs dictated much more than could be derived from the prompt and purpose for setting the essay. The prompt read as follows.

"According to conventional theory, net worth (assets minus liabilities) is not a relevant measure. Share holders, as equity holders, wish to know the results of their investment with the entity. As a result, the determination of net profit, not net worth, is the issue of most concern for external users of general purpose financial reports. Do you agree with this position? Critically review this statement in the context of the objectives of general purpose financial reports and need for users to make informed decisions."

In the notes accompanying the prompt, the lecturer clearly laid out his expectations in terms of structure and format.

"Introduction

(a) Purpose of the essay

(b) Your thesis statement (ie. a statement of position) concerning whether you support the statement or not

(c) A brief overview of the direction that the essay is going to take

Body of the Essay

Critical evaluation of the arguments surrounding the topic based on relevant research into the subject area with emphasis on supporting your thesis statement (statement of position)

Conclusion
A restatement of your thesis statement and overview of the arguments that led you to accept this position.

Headings are not appropriate to use"

The lecturer also explained that he was only interested in the support of one side of the argument as he felt that the content was too difficult for first year students to refute the opposing viewpoint.

This position contrasted with that taken by the management lecturer and the legal studies lecturer with regards to what was expected. This comment came from the management lecturer while recounting a query from a student.

"One of the students was querying the assignment. He compared it with accounting and said 'In accounting they like the students to take a particular viewpoint - this is right or this is wrong and then give supporting arguments for that viewpoint - but you don't want us to do that, do you" and I said 'No, because there isn't a right or wrong answer. We want you to look at all sides and issues, and then come up with how you feel based on that'.."

Similarly the legal studies lecturer commented that he did not want just one side of the argument and in fact preferred his students to arrive at a thesis, based on their in-depth discussion, in their conclusion rather than to state it up front in the introduction, though he did not mind if the students chose to do it differently and in fact stated that there was "no one right way" to structure the essay.

Sometimes lecturers' beliefs even conflicted with disciplinary requirements as could be seen by the sometimes differing expectations of the two economics lecturers. One lecturer was a researcher who believed that her role was to train students to be academics and to write academic papers. She wanted her students to follow the thinking of the discipline and state assumptions up front at the start of the essay. But this was not the belief of the other lecturer who believed that assumptions were too difficult for first year students to deal with. He felt that these could be stated at the end of the essay where the student could explain what might happen if the assumptions were different.

In addition to the lecturers' beliefs, there was the requirement to judge the students' understanding as expressed through writing. This also placed additional expectations upon the final written product.

The need to assess students' understanding

Student essay writing is always subject to assessment and this creates additional requirements from the lecturers so that they can successfully fulfil this obligation.  The major requirement for students is to demonstrate or display their knowledge. This is a major difference from the requirement for experts to transform and create knowledge (Geisler, 1994; Paltridge, 1998; Swales & Feake, 1994).

How do lecturers expect this display? Again this showed variation. The interviews suggested that lecturers generally want students to provide a definition or an overview of a concept which they then explain. The student's explanation can then be enhanced in a number of ways as shown in Table 3.

Table 3

Lecturer expectations for displaying knowledge

Acc
Man
Econs
Stats
Legal St.








Hypothetical examples
Detailed real life case studies
Graphs and tables
Graphs and tables
  No enhancement required

Examination of this table shows that these variations in display requirements are connected in many ways with the other factors: the reason for setting the essay writing task, the thinking of the discipline and the beliefs of the lecturer regarding good writing. In fact, none of the factors appear to be mutually exclusive, but rather, they interact to produce a unique set of expectations for each essay. Together, these expectations impact on a whole range of features including the structure of the essay, the sources to be used in research, the format of the essay, the type of thinking required, and the way in which knowledge is required to be represented and explained.

Conclusion

Lea & Street (1998 p. 159) asserted that one reason students have problems writing at the tertiary level is that their expectations of writing differ from that of their lecturers. This study builds on that notion and shows that lecturer expectations in multidisciplinary settings can vary greatly as shown through a snapshot of one semester's essay requirements. This snapshot provides insights for the faculty from which the data was obtained as well as teaching and support staff across universities in general. For the faculty, it provides specific information for aiding student achievement. Already, this process of gathering the information to determine a list of expectations and then returning it to each staff member for confirmation and/or modification has heightened each lecturer's awareness of their own expectations. It has also helped them determine where they may need to be more explicit in relation to the written tasks they set. The data will be further used to share the varying expectations with the first year lecturing team as well as the teaching and learning support team. This may help staff better understand why some students seem confused or inappropriate in their writing. It will also allow the teams to develop strategies and tools to help overcome student confusion.

For teaching and support staff across universities, this snapshot shows how a first semester at university, could potentially create confusion for students, rather than clarify what is required in a university "essay". Why do these expectations for essay writing vary so greatly? This study suggests that this is due to the interaction of four major factors: the reasons for setting the task, the thinking of the discipline, the lecturers' beliefs about good writing in relation to the learning objectives and the need to assess understanding. As these factors vary, so lecturers' expectations can vary.  This means that each task can potentially result in a unique set of expectations which makes it extremely difficult for students to always clearly determine what is expected of them. They may not realise the reasons for the sometimes conflicting requirements and expectations as they move from unit to unit and hence writing task to writing task. This must be particularly challenging for first year students who need to convince the lecturer that they can think in the way required and know what they are talking about, while at the same time demonstrating that they have grasped the general requirements for academic writing as well as the specific writing requirements of the discipline and the lecturer. 

Bartholomae (1985) claimed that every time students moved from discipline to discipline, they needed to "invent the university". Students, however, need to do more than invent the university on a discipline by discipline basis. They need to be able to predict for each and every written task what the lecturer wants which makes it particularly difficult for those in the position of advising students about study and writing skills. Helping students requires an awareness by all players in the teaching and learning process of the various expectations and requirements in the writing tasks of their own particular context. The challenge for all staff then becomes finding the ways to make these explicit. This study shows one model through which this might be achieved.
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Appendix 1

Semi structured interview schedule

First year lecturers

Unit: ______________________________ Lecturer: ______________________

Date of Interview: __________________________________________________

(1) To which discipline does this unit belong?

(2) What types of writing are typical for the discipline within the university context?

(3) What are the writing requirements for the unit?

(4) What are the assessment requirements for the unit?

(5) How are written assignments marked?

(6) How do you help students improve their written expression?

(7) What do you like to see in students' writing? What makes for "good writing"?

(8) What do you not like to see in students' writing?

(9) How would you describe your students' writing abilities?

(10) Do you feel you have a role in developing writing in the discipline? What is that role?







(1) Definition or overview of concept


(2) Explanation PLUS





10, 12, 5, 17, 21, 18, 19, 10, 11, 6, 7, 9, 10, 3, 18, 16, 17, 12, 5, 7, 6, 8, 9, 3, 12, 15, 17, 16, 10, 12, 4, 11, 17, 15, 13.





STATE TO INVESTIGATE ABUSE OF SICK LEAVE PRIVILEGE


The WA State government announced yesterday the establishment of a commission to investigate abuses of the sick leave privilege afforded to officers. Under this privilege, an officer is allowed an unlimited number of sick days per year. The officials claim that this privilege is being abused by some officers.
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