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Context and background
• English Language Centre, City University of Hong Kong
(English medium)
• Source-based argumentative essay: main writing genre
and assessed task
• Combination of timed writing & process writing (athome) assessments
• EAP Writing Rubric used to rate both
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Reality check
- Authenticity (Weigle 2004)
- (Context) Validity (Plakans 2008, 2010; Weir et al 2013)
Are the source-based writing assessments offered by university
English programmes really addressing these concerns?

In TLU situation students have ‘unlimited’ time to work on
genuine university assignments
However in EAP, RTW tasks many limitations of traditional timed
independent essay still apply
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Research Questions
• Are source-text use and essay scores affected
when students compose a source-based
argumentative essay under timed exam
conditions compared to at home?
• If yes, in what ways?
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Counter-balanced
research design
Group (Class No of Sts
No)

Time
condition 1

1a (T26)
1b (T10)

11
15

At-home
(one week)

2a (T29)
2b (T18)

11
19

Task 1

Minimum
Wage
Role Models
In-class
Minimum
(1hr 45mins) Wage
Role Models

Time
condition 2

Task 2

In-class
Role Models
(1hr 45mins) Minimum
Wage
At-home
Role Models
(one week) Minimum
Wage

Task details:
• 3 or 4 assigned source texts (with balance of pro / con arguments) totalling 100 to 1200
words
• Students write an argumentative essay (approx 600 words)
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Methodology
Mixed methods study:

- Blend of intuitive, qualitative & quantitative methods
(Cresswell 2003)
- Textual evidence alone is not adequate; emic insight
into writers’ thought processes and intentions needed
- Designed to reduce guesswork – triangulation of data to
provide more transparency on writer behaviour
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Data
• Typed & anonymized compositions (drafts, plans, notes,
annotated source texts, writing logs) (n=59)
• Post-writing questionnaire (PWQ) responses
• Discourse-based interview transcripts & video recordings
(n=12)
Essays

Questionnaires

Interviews
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Source-text use: methods
• Textual analysis of essays
- citation classification (Coding Scheme for References)
- content analysis of citation contexts

• Qualitative and quantitative analyses of retrospective
questionnaire responses & interview transcripts to
understand trends / behaviour in the two conditions
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Coding Scheme for References (CSR)
Scheme for classifying citation types (Hyland, T. 2005)
Other potential schemes trialled (Shi 2004; Weigle & Parker 2012; Gebril & Plakans 2013)
Detailed criteria to identify four specific types of borrowing (along a cline):
Direct

Quasi-direct

Quasi-indirect

Same as original

Indirect
Full paraphrase

Rhetorical features of citations classified according to presence of:
 Documenting / attribution (including the source information)
 Bounding (separation from main text at the start and end) – mechanically e.g. with quotation
marks/page number or rhetorically e.g. with a reporting structure or linking phrase

 4 variations (bounded & documented; unbounded & documented; bounded & undocumented;
unbounded & undocumented)
The minimum wage may “lead to price increases of day-to-day goods”. (DBU)
Hyland lists 16 different ways students can integrate source texts & gives explicit examples
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Hyland’s Scheme

1
2
3
4
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Early results: citation types
Total
instances
of source
text
borrowing

D
B
D

D
U
D

D
B
U

D
U
U

Q
D
B
D

Q
D
U
D

Q
D
B
U

Q
D
U
U

Q
I
B
D

Q
I
U
D

Q
I
B
U

Q
I
U
U

I
B
D

I
U
D

I
B
U

I
U
U

11 12

15

8

26

18 19

2

38

11

7

13

18 23

5

60

In-class
241

70

6

1

4

6

3

2

248

64 16

2

4

6

8

0

At-home
In-class
At-home

%

8

3

29

10.8

15.8

% 25.8

5.2

24.2

The 16 citation classifications
80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

In-class
At-home

Amalgamated totals:
citation types
Direct (%)

In-class 81 (33.6%)
Athome
86 (34.7%)

Direct &
Indirect &
Quasi-direct Quasi-indirect
Quasi-direct Quasi-indirect
(%)
(%)
Indirect (%)
(%)
(%)

22 (9.1%)

61 (25.3%)

77 (32%)

103 (42.7%)

137 (56.8%)

22 (8.9%)

34 (13.7%)

104 (41.9%)

108 (43.6%)

137 (55.2%)
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Amalgamated totals:
documentation & bounding
Undocumented
Documented (%)
(%)

Unbounded &
Unbounded
Undocumented
(%)
Bounded (%)
(%)

In-class

149 (61.8%)

92 (38.2%)

122 (50.6%)

119 (49.4%)

78 (32.4%)

At-home

149 (60.1%)

99 (39.9%)

143 (57.7%)

105 (42.3%)

82 (33.1%)
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Documentation & bounding
160

140

120

100

80

60

40

20

0

In-class
At-home

Recap: value of mixed methods
Citation count alone not sufficient  Qualitative analyses
needed to complement quantitative methods

HOW exactly do students use sources in the two conditions?
(Triangulation of data collection methods and analyses)
Insider perspective is invaluable to gain rich data
Attempting to interpret the function of citations from textual
evidence alone is subjective and risky (Swales, 2014, Harwood,
2008)
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Discourse-based interview
• Type of stimulated recall - one of least obtrusive
methods of data collection for research into composing
behaviour (Odell, Goswami & Herrington 1983)

• Discussion of specific instances of writing behaviour
relying on ‘contextual clues’ (Greene & Higgins 1994)
• All interviews conducted within 48 of task submission,
most were done within 24 (Greene & Higgins 1994
suggest 48 hours)  allowed time for me to become
familiar with the essay and highlight areas to probe
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Interview sound bites: discourse
synthesis (Spivey & King 1989)
I categorised the role model into 2 parts the fictional and the real life role model
and I think this is the way to structure
these 2 paragraphs. And the ideas for
these 2 paragraphs are all from the
sources. I just did a simple work of
categorising. (Student 37)

I am looking for some ideas from others
can inspire me to think about and to
generate some new ideas and some
vocabularies or sentences to use to make
it more professional. (Student 38)

Some of my ideas were the same as the ideas
in the source texts but were hiding in my
mind and were inspired by the sources.
(Student 37)
Plakans (2009, 2015): students of higher overall proficiency display more discourse
synthesis processes.
However does time a play role?
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Sound bites: emerging
understanding of intertextuality
Maybe because I always feel confuse about is
this from me or from the source. I don’t know
how to distinguish because most of time I
think my elaboration is based on source. I just
describe deeply and I don’t think it is my
elaboration. I feel confused. (Student 77)

My whole passage is based on the
integration and reconstruction of ideas
from resources. (Student 28)

Possible fear of plagiarising (Jamieson & Howard 2011) and development from a
knowledge teller to a knowledge transformer (Bereiter & Scardamalia 1997)
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Sound bites: direct quote or paraphrase?
I scared that I will mix the
meanings or write wrong
meaning. I’m not really
confident to write
paraphrase. (Student 42)

I think it’s about the function of the citation in this
paper. For example this citation represent some
business owners what they would like to do and this
is objective things and I can’t find a good way to
paraphrase this in my words. (Student 38)

The second and third [citations] are from some
investigations so are also objective. I want to
review them since the objective views can
support more powerful. If I use my own words
it makes much more subjective so it cannot
support my points. (Student 38)
Direct quotes are easier. (Student 26)
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Sound bites: writing at
home v. in exam conditions
At home I think it very inefficient so I
don’t like it. It waste a lot of time. In
exam in 1 or 2 hrs I can finish it but at
home it takes many days. (Student 26)

In class because of the time limit I have to
write certain words but at home I focus on the
structure, the paragraph, the content and then
I have a better elaboration not just want to fill
the word limit. (Student 77)

I think writing at home I am not very stressful because
climate is flexible and in good mood. I feel relaxed then can
write something. Because at home I am alone. But in exam I
may be influenced by other people sit behind me sit next to
me. When they do their exam I maybe cannot focus on my
own writing. (Student 36)
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2. Essay Scores
•
•
•

•

Essays anonymised, scored by 3 raters
EAP multiple-trait scoring rubric (Task Fulfillment, Discourse
Competencies, Language Competencies, Source Integration)
High rater correlation:
R1:R2&3

0.805

R2:R1&3

0.789

R3:1&2

0.858

Total mean score - 3.96 higher in at-home condition (maximum =
20)

• Paired samples T test
- Significant difference exists between totals (Sig. 2 tailed = .000)
- Effect size (strength of association between the two variables): 0.55
(large effect: Cohen 1998)  difference IS due to the different writing
conditions, not just chance
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Total time spent on
at-home writing
• 88.5% spent more than 1hr 45 minutes
• Mean = 162.52 mins,
• Median = 140 mins, Mode = 120 mins
• Minimum = 60 mins, Maximum = 345 mins

• 51.8% wrote over 2 or more days
• Of those who completed the task in one day – most broke it
down into short bursts rather than writing in one sitting
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Expectations
• Past studies – inconclusive (but may have been due to
methodology)
• More time should equal more detailed reading of
sources, more critical engagement, richer content and
more indirect citations, possibly of a higher quality
HOWEVER
• Do students actually use the time to engage in more
meaningful practices?
• Do they know how to operate at a higher level?
• Does spending more time reading sources / reflecting
result in a better end product?
• McGinley 1992: ‘synergistic’ interplay between reading
& writing beyond the ability of the less proficient student
regardless of time
24

Thank you for your time!
Please feel free to offer
suggestions or ask questions?
Emma Bruce
emmabrucehk@gmail.com
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