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While there are many good study skills resources available to assist students develop academic writing skills, none are designed from the perspective of international and Australian Indigenous students whose approaches to knowledge and communication differ from that presented in Western systems. This paper suggests a tripartite approach to developing academic writing skills and identifies a number of steps in the process. In essence these are organic and reflective of contextual modes of thinking. These approaches enable students’ to engage in academic writing and offers a template for them to self-identify progress toward a finished piece of work, articulate the stage at which they are having problems and when to seek support from study skills advisers. Our experience with students who have used this approach has shown an improvement in academic writing and increased confidence in their ability to make the transition to Western tertiary education.

Background

These contextual approaches to academic writing result from a conversation the authors had at the Pacific Rim conference in 1998. We discovered that the experiences of international and Australian Indigenous students in their first year of higher education were, in several key ares, similar, as were the types of problems they encountered with the structure and expectations of them in regard to academic writing (Kutieleh, Morgan & Egege, 2004, p. 95). Upon comparing notes with colleagues, a pattern emerged in international and Indigenous Australian students’ requests for assistance which we ordered in terms of the frequency in which they were raised (Kutieleh, Morgan & Egege, 2004, p. 94). Over the course of the first semester these reflected concerns about the structure and functions of higher education institutions, expectations of students, timetabling/planning for subjects, unfamiliarity with academic terminology, academic writing, proper referencing and exam preparation (Kutieleh & Egege, 2004; Kutieleh, Morgan & Egege, 2004). While these concerns are experienced by most transition students, there is both an economic and moral imperative to enhance international and Indigenous Australian students ability to realise their full academic potential. The economic imperative is driven by the increasing reliance upon funds injected by international students into tertiary education and the moral imperative is driven by the obligation to achieve equality of educational outcomes for Indigenous Australians (Kutieleh, Morgan & Egege, 2004; Morgan and Slade, 1998).   

In terms of addressing the concerns of students, assistance with academic writing can enhance their overall academic performance with an attendant increase in student confidence. Those students who are less familiar with English language structure and use, such as the many of international and Indigenous Australian students in the Australian tertiary education system, are intimidated by the reading loads required for some topics and writing using academic English language structures. Thus it is not surprising that many find the university experience daunting. Responses to problems with written communication that increase a students reading load are less likely to be successful and we have found that suggesting further reading to overcome these deficiencies have not been productive.  This had prompted the authors to separately develop contextual approaches, based upon students writing experiences, that were similar when compared. 

The approaches to improving academic writing are based upon student centred learning where the student is responsible for their own learning outcomes. It is underpinned by the philosophy that learning occurs when the learner is receptive thus for students to use these approaches they should be applying them to actual academic work (Crotty 1998; Hay Bochner, & Dungy 1997; Print, 1988). It involves a process of establishing what is known and creating a process of identifying and resolving the unknown. It breaks down the task of academic writing into a series of steps that the student can be trained to identify and articulate when seeking assistance. The steps outlined are an organic approach to academic writing that builds the capacity of students to produce a finished piece of work through a series of iterations. It also provides a useful tool for academic support staff as the student can be engaged in the process and learn to identify their own progress toward completing a piece of academic work. The approaches presuppose no prior knowledge of Western academic writing. It is ideally suited to those who are less familiar with formal English language as it does not require additional reading, only a reordering of their approaches to writing. The authors use three approaches to addressing academic writing problems – sometimes simultaneously. In the first we explicate the stated and unstated rules. In the second we address the communication component – is the ‘story’ told clear, consistent and answers the question. In the third approach, we provide a ‘check sum’ for academic writing that students can apply to their writing to ensure it fits the academic format. 

The rules for academic writing 

For those of us who write in academia, the requirements appear obvious. Students are expected to have sound written communication skills but international (Fox, 1994, p. xvii) and Indigenous Australian students often find these expectations difficult to meet. While those inculcated in Western writing styles have fewer difficulties incorporating the additional information to enhance their writing skills to meet academic requirements, the information provided is based upon assumptions that are foreign to those who come from different academic traditions (Valdes, 1994). Our approach to addressing academic writing skills deficiencies makes no such assumptions. This approach has been trialed with international and Australian Indigenous students incorporating their feedback and reflects their more contextualised thought patterns and experiences. The authors take a prescriptive approach with students to give them a sense of certainty that their problem can be addressed and to ensure that miss-assumptions are less frequent. We take all students through the steps outlined below.

Context 

For those from non-Western academic traditions, the academic environment is often alien and unfamiliar (Fox, 1994). Students from the Asia Pacific region and Indigenous Australian students in particular use styles of learning which are less objective than those used in Western systems (Morgan and Slade 1998, pp. 3-5). To address this we stress to students that the academic environment is not context free, that papers and essays are major tools used to assess competency with the content of topics and courses and that the content of written work should reflect this (Print, 1988). Set paper questions are usually structured to address a particular area or issue relating to the content of a topic or course. The written work is in essence a structured form of communication (a natural process of human interaction) that is designed to elicit the student’s competency with the subject matter (Print, 1988). Academic communication has rules that need to be observed for a successful outcome. 

Stating to students that academic work is situated in a context may sound simplistic and obvious, but our experience shows that it is often overlooked. We emphasise the context and the use of subject area terminology, including any definition of terms that are used with explanations to demonstrate proficiency with the topic.

Addressing the question (getting started)

As the questions set for students occur in a context that is designed to focus their attention on addressing key issues in their area of study, we also focus upon whether or not the student understands what is required of them. The terms used in paper questions have specific meanings requiring specific responses and should be adhered to in framing the response. The most important aspect of academic writing is to understand what is required and to seek clarification when in doubt. When students have a clear idea about what is required to address the question they are then ready to move on to the next step.

Memory dump (mind mapping)

As with the academic context, students’ perceptions about an issue are not value free and need to be explicated if they are to achieve the objectivity required of academic writing. We use a memory dump to establish what is known by the student about the context of the paper to assist in the construction of the background. This process is designed to make students’ thoughts central to the production of their written work rather than a regurgitation of the literature or other people’s work. During this process they are required to: brainstorm about the issue under consideration; make short notes or dot points on a large sheet of paper; and at this stage devote little attention to the order or whether or not it connects with anything else. When this process is complete, they can then examine what they have produced for patterns or themes to what they know of the issue under consideration.

Themes

Once students have examined their own predispositions regarding the issue under consideration, they are ready to examine this in a structured way. At this stage the student is expected to bring order to their work through: grouping and identifying central issues; making key issue central to the process; identifying aspects applicable to various categories and linking related themes showing the extent to which they influence each other.  We then require that the student organise the identified issues in the order that they will be discussed in the paper.  Where a theme or issue influences one or more themes or issues, then this should be addressed first.

Fit

At this stage we ask the student to identify if their known knowledge allows them to address the set question – do the identified issues fit the subject under consideration? As academic papers are intended to address a specific area of interest, they need to show a position that the available evidence supports. As most academic papers have an argument that answers one of the four basic premises, at this point it should be close to being identified (this does not mean that it will not change in the light of research but there should be clear indications that the evidence is leading to a particular conclusion). This is a valuable exercise for the student as the process gives focus to their work and direction for obtaining relevant supporting documentation. 

Literature review

When the above process is complete, the student should be aware of the context in which their work is situated with the areas sufficiently established for them to start the process of investigation. The student is ready to confirm their views and fill in gaps in their knowledge identified in the preceding stages from the available literature. With regard to the available resources there are a number of considerations for the student: 

Researching

We stress that most higher education institutions stipulate where students should obtain supporting information for the construction of academic papers. If they are in doubt we direct them to topic resources as most coordinators of topics will provide a reference list of useful sources.

Reviewing Articles and Papers

The authors experiences have found that heavy reading loads often intimidate Indigenous Australian and International students however, we stress that academic articles follow a formula. They usually have an abstract or introduction that clearly outlines the argument/rationale and conclusions/findings/recommendations. Each paragraph is usually structured as follows:

· Statement - Good academic arguments start with a positioning statement that outlines in general terms what is contained within the paragraph.

· Argument/Rationale - Written argument/rationale is a statement of fact(s) which supports particular points or positions. As a general rule, each paragraph should make only one point.

· Evidence - Academic evidence takes the form of reference to other academic authorities. The most acceptable are those that are primary sources that have established the facts supporting the argument/rationale.

Given the structure of academic papers, we show that they can be easily summarised by reading the Introduction, the first sentence of each paragraph and the conclusion. As an aid to students understanding of the content and to summarising academic papers, they should paraphrase the first sentence of each paragraph and write them down in order. If reading in this order does not make sense, then its usefulness as a source of academic evidence is questionable (see below).

Assessing the validity of sources

While there is a great deal of useful material available in this area, the students who are most in need of assistance are pressed for time and need simple, clear and prescriptive directions to adequately progress their academic writing (Valdes, 1994). We instruct them that as a general rule, the more recent a source is the greater its’ relevance, and that primary sources are preferred over secondary sources. As most good academic papers are structured in the form of statement, argument / rationale and evidence, students need to be wary of using reference material that does not conform to this structure.  Sources that do not have an opening statement to paragraphs are difficult to read and understand. Those that do not have an argument /rationale can not be used in support of academic papers. Those sources that have arguments without supporting evidence are also of little use in support of academic writing and should be avoided. 

At this point the student has sufficient information to complete a detailed Background/Literature Review section of their paper that establishes the context to the issues under consideration.

Formulation of hypothesis

After researching the subject of interest the student is ready to establish a hypothesis for their paper. We explain this as a central question that can be tested which relates to or can be derived from the question set for the student. The hypothesis is the position to be supported in the paper. This usually takes the form of 'if then' statements. If something in the situation under investigation is changed then this will produce an effect that there is evidence for or, in the case of research reports, can be measured. At this point the argument/position of the paper should be clear – ie the issues that need to be addressed and how they can be addressed. 

Where students are required to develop a hypothesis for scientific/social science research reports this is best done in conjunction with establishing the research design and research methodology. 

Testing findings

Before proceeding further the student should be able to answer the following:

· Does the developed argument hold - is the premise supported?

· Does the information found address the question or issue?

· Does this solve the problem or address the issue of concern?

· Can the question set be answered? 

If not then the student should return to the literature review stage of the process and collect the relevant information. If after this process the problem can not be solved or the issue addressed then the student can state with some certainty that it can not be done with the tools/information currently available.  

Evaluating findings

At this point the student should evaluate all of the information that has been gathered with attention to alternative explanations, delimitations, justification of the hypothesis (are there other hypotheses that can be answered by the data gathered) and any conclusions that can be drawn from this process (a clear or qualified answer to the issues under consideration). Any alternative reasons/explanation for what has been found should be outlined and discussed with the degree of their influence upon the hypothesis defined. At this stage if papers premise needs to be altered to better reflect the evidence it should be restated. 

For the purposes of research reports the evaluation stage reports only the facts without interpretation (does the evidence support the hypothesis or not). This is recorded in a section titled Results or Findings.  

Producing a first draft – putting it together

At this stage of the academic writing process we do not require that students write the introduction or a conclusion to their work, only that they structure the main body. The student needs to establish that they have addressed the problem/issue set for the paper. Specifically that the paper adheres to the following:

Academic Context - What does the written work convey  Academic writing should be clearly written with each section supporting the next section; refer to everything of relevance; define the reasons for choosing to concentrate on some areas as more relevant than others (students can’t cover every related issue in a paper but should be able to articulate the reasons for choosing one area as being more important than another) and; clearly address the issue under consideration.

The academic argument.  Do the areas/issues covered in the paper: relate to each other (are the linkages clearly defined); lead the reader to a conclusion from the information supplied in the paper; lead to the stated conclusion; and support the premise (is it clearly articulated). 

Academic Structure The paper should be structured so that it can be easily read. It should have a clearly defined Introduction/Abstract that addresses:

· Who - For the issue/problem/question set are the authors of the current and past theories/research, and who are the subject of their theories. 

· When - the context of when the issue/problem presents

· What- happened when these issues/problems were present

· What– was it about. Are there mediating factors that cause things to happen

· Why. Why you have chosen to address the issue/problem the way that you have. Why some information/explanation is included and others excluded. 

The order is not important as often academic papers will start by addressing why the research was conducted before addressing who, when, what and what – this will depend upon the type of paper/essay required.  Research papers should report significant data and its interpretation. 

Academic writing should have a clearly defined body that sets the context, background/literature review, of the issue/problem/question set that shows the who, when, what, what and why outlined above. The body of the text should have major and minor sub-headings that signpost the issues dealt with in that section.

Research reports should address the above areas but are usually ordered as follows: 

· Abstract (see below) 

· Literature Review, 

· Research Design, 

· Research Procedure/Methodology, 

· Evaluation/Analysis of Data and 

· Discussion (see below).

Academic Format. Each paragraph should have: an opening statement that outlines, in general terms, what it contains; an argument/opinion/reason that is linked to the issues that the paper addresses and; evidence that supports the argument/opinion outlined.

Academic Style. The style of academic writing is dependent upon the intended audience. This necessitates the student being familiar with the terminology used in the subject area where the paper will be assessed. Each major area of study uses specific language and terminology and these should be present in the paper. The style and language used can be seen in topic publications and journals.

Academic Content The content of academic writing is dependent upon how well the issue written about is addressed.  This usually means how well lecture/seminar material and set topic readings are incorporated or accounted for in addressing the question. It is important that academic papers are situated in relation to the context of Lectures and Tutorials and adhere to length requirements. In a broader sense they must also be situated in relation to topic within the field of study. 

Referencing. All areas of study expect the ideas of others to be acknowledged and there are standards for this. Wherever a student uses information or ideas that have been attributed to someone else (an author, lecturer or presenter) then this must be acknowledged in such a way as to allow others reading the work to locate the original source of the material (Swales and Feak, 1994). This is often a problematic issue for Asia Pacific and Indigenous Australian students as cultural protocols often preclude citing reference to a source with whom they have a personal relationship (ie lecturers) which can lead to issues of plagiarism (Kutieleh and Goldfinch, 2004). We make students aware that failure to properly reference the ideas of others will be treated as plagiarism. 

Conventions for referencing vary but we advise that there are three main types of referencing, Author -Date, Footnote and Vancouver systems and that many areas of academic study will expect their students to use a particular referencing system. We refer students to their academic coordinators/advisers or course handbooks for the conventional referencing systems of their area of study. It is not unusual for students studying in two or more areas to be expected to use more than one referencing system which some student find confusing.

 Check Sum for Academic Writing

The following approach is for use by student who have a completed body of work – it can be self applied or used in conjunction with an academic adviser. It is a contextual writing tool for students to apply to their work that allows them to identify potential problems and ensure their work fits the academic template. They should:

1. Consecutively write and number a short sentence that encompasses the content of each paragraph of written work. 

2. Make that sentence the opening sentence for that paragraph (if the statement; argument/opinion/reason and evidence format outlined above has not been followed).

3. Copy each numbered sentence to the end of the written work

4. Read the sentences in order – if the work follows a logical order (contains an argument) these sentences should make sense

5. If the sentences do not make sense at this point then rearrange them so they follow a more logical order. 

6. Write additional sentences to fill in the gaps in the argument, to give sense to what has been written- sub-number these and reorder the work accordingly.  Fill in the blanks in the work (this may entail an additional literature review). Repeat steps 1-6. When this has been done and it makes sense what remains is a summary of the work.

7. Seek affirmation. Ask the lecturer/tutor or topic coordinator for feedback on the summary – does what has been written address the central question, is the argument reasonable, is the work complete? Address any areas raised by this process and repeat steps 1-6. 

8. To write a succinct Conclusion/Summary/Discussion paraphrase the result of the preceding steps (the first sentence of each paragraph) - writing in past tense. Some starting sentences may begin: “In this paper I have shown that (your hypothesis) is (your premise)…” or “This paper discusses the relationship between (issues) and (hypothesis) and concludes that (premise). 

9. So that the Introduction/Abstract adequately signposts the issues and argument, copy the conclusion to the start of the work. Take the conclusion and paraphrase it in future tense. Some starting sentences may begin: “This paper will explore current issues in (area of study) with a specific focus on (the main area covered) and show/argue that (the hypothesis) supports or does not support the (premise of the paper)”.    

When this process is complete the work is ready for final editing.  

Concluding remarks

While there are many resources available to address deficiencies in academic writing, many of these are difficult for students to read who are less proficient in formal English. When students approach academic advisers for help it is usually because they either have realised or have been informed that they have a problem that needs addressing. There are usually constraints on time available to address these issues and responding by giving students additional reading loads are less likely to be successful. The above processes allow a systematic approach to be applied to work in progress that can give a clear indication of what steps are needed to complete a piece of written work and a concrete set of instructions about what a student can do to resolve their issues. Those who are in unfamiliar surroundings often seek certainties and while these approaches may be prescriptive and formula driven, it will offer students the certainty they seek. Its advantage, when used by student study skills advisers, is that it enhances documentation, making it easier for students to be referred to work with other advisers. It identifies the student’s progress in their paper’s development allowing them to be more easily serviced by alternative advisers.  
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