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Abstract
The research study reported in this thesis explores Chinese postgraduate students’
academic reading practices in Lancaster University (UK) from a combined New
Literacy Studies (NLS) and Activity Theory (AT) perspective. It attempted to
investigate the academic reading practices that the students in question undertook while
writing their assignments, with a view to revealing some o f the interacting historical,
social, cultural, and institutional factors that were seen as influential in shaping the
nature o f their current reading practices. The data were gathered mainly through
ethnographic interviewing, observations o f lecture sessions, and document collection in
the academic year 2004/05.
The findings indicate that the students’ individual characteristics, their prior
educational experiences under the Chinese education system, and the current contexts
o f their masters’ programmes jointly affected their reading practices and experiences. In
particular, the students’ self-perception and long-established attitudes towards learning
and reading remained fundamentally similar during their studies in the UK and played
essential parts in shaping their reading practices. Also, in the context o f their current
studies,

the

clarity

and

explicitness

of

tutors’ requirements,

tutor-student

communications, the availability of tutor support, the differences in the academic

conventions between China and the UK, and so on, were additional important
influences in this matter. The thesis also discusses the pedagogical implications for EAP
and subject-area teaching, with an attempt to indicate how more beneficial and
rewarding academic reading experiences for Chinese students might be achieved in the
UK higher education context. It likewise demonstrates and discusses the advantages of
using a combined NLS and AT framework for throwing new light on academic reading
in an L2 context.

Key words: New Literacy Studies (NLS), Activity Theory (AT), activity system model, academic
reading, Chinese postgraduate students, UK Higher Education.
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Chapter One: Introduction
1.1 Introduction
This chapter aims to explain the background o f this research study, and the general
rationale for the choice o f the research focus and research approach. It will also present
the overall structure of this thesis.

1.2 Purpose
In recent years, there has been a rapid increase in the number o f Chinese students
studying in the UK higher education sector: the number has risen from 2,883 in 1997/98
to 32,000 in 2002/03, according to the UK Higher Education statistics agency
(Universities-UK, 2005). Although a recent survey has suggested the number of
applications has started to decrease, Chinese students still account for the largest
number of overseas applicants (BBC-News, Feb 17, 2005). Moreover, it is not
appropriate to consider Chinese students as a minority group, given the percentage of
Chinese students in the whole student population: to take Lancaster University as an
example, in the academic year 2004/2005 Chinese students accounted for 13% o f all
postgraduate students; in some programmes they even formed the majority (for
example, 12 out of a class of 16 MA students in the Educational Research Department
in the 2004-05 academic year were Chinese, and up to 50% o f the whole class in the
MSc. in Management programme came from China in 2004-05).
All such students are involved in a study process in which academic reading in
English plays a crucial role. However, despite the large number o f Chinese students,
little research has so far been conducted concerning their experiences in this area. I
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therefore felt it would be worthwhile researching what Chinese postgraduate students
are actually experiencing regarding academic literacy practices o f this kind in the UK
university context. The need for such a study is recognised by at least some members o f
staff in UK higher education institutions. As one of the tutors that I interviewed for this
research put it:
I need to know more about China, the system in China. I have so many (Chinese) students
here and I know very little— where they are coming from, what they are doing, and why
they are like that. (transst4/2:7, my interpolation)

Therefore, I felt that an investigation into Chinese students’ academic reading
practices may firstly help to improve our understanding o f this particular area o f
their study experiences in UK universities - what do their studies involve in this
respect, how well do they cope with them, what factors appear to affect their
success, negatively and positively, and so on, thereby contributing to the
development of knowledge of this kind with respect to Chinese students studying
in the UK, but also, potentially, with respect to other groups o f international
students as well; secondly, I also felt that such a study might better inform
members o f staff in UK universities (and universities in other English speaking
countries) of Chinese postgraduate students’ actual academic reading experiences
-e.g., in what ways they can be seen to cope well with their study requirements of
this kind, but also where their problems tend to lie, and thus the kind o f support
and help the students might need most from the members o f staff.
Apart from the potential usefulness of the research into Chinese students’
academic reading practices and experiences mentioned above, my interest in this
area also resulted from my experience as an English language teacher in a Chinese
university (mainly teaching reading) before coming to the UK and as a
postgraduate student at Lancaster University. As pursuing further studies abroad
is one of the major occasions that my students will need to use English intensively
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and authentically (another major occasion being working in multinational
companies where English is the medium of communication), I felt this research
might enable me to see how students manage their academic reading in the “real”
situation, whether and how their English language education in China helps them
with their real-life academic reading tasks, and how English teachers in Chinese
universities could possibly prepare students for such experiences in optimum way
during their undergraduate years.
Finally, the New Literacy Studies (NLS) framework that I encountered
during my MA studies from a course run by Prof. David Barton seemed to yield
illuminating insights into literacy that the traditional approaches to reading and
writing could not achieve, yet it was seldom applied to studies o f academic
reading in English as L2. The Activity Theory (AT) framework that I also
became acquainted with during the same period (from a thesis by Wu (2002) in
this department) appeared to be an effective way o f studying activities through
exploring the relationships (i.e. conflicts and interactions) between different
elements that are involved in an activity. Wu (2002) has demonstrated the
analytical power of the AT in comparing and contrasting the old and new
curriculum systems and in capturing the inner conflicts within each system in
the process of a teacher-initiated curriculum innovation, which gave me some
inspiration of how to apply the activity system model in the analysis o f students’
academic reading activities. By combining these two frameworks in the study o f
L2 academic reading, I felt it was worth trying to see whether they might provide
a new and interesting way of throwing light on the area o f L2 academic reading.

1.3 Focus and O rientation
As already indicated, the main focus of this study is on the reading side o f the
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academic literacy practices in question. Academic reading was chosen as the focus
rather than academic writing because there are far fewer research studies related to
academic reading than academic writing, as can be illustrated by the following three
groups of statistics: I searched the phrases ‘academic reading’ and ‘academic writing’ in
turn in three websites (i.e. Science Direct, Academic Search Premier, and Google
Scholar), and retrieved 12 results for ‘academic reading’ and 107 results for ‘academic
writing’ in Science Direct, 226 results for the former and 2689 results for the latter in
Academic Search Premier, and 707 results for the former and 7210 results for the latter
in Google Scholar. Although not every result retrieved is necessarily concerning
academic reading or writing in its own right, the results nevertheless indicate that
academic reading has been much less widely researched than academic writing. Despite
the relative neglect of studies of academic reading, and although academic writing is
undeniably important, since it is the primary product by which most students are
assessed in higher education, academic reading is, o f course, also o f vital importance in
students’ studies, as it provides materials and inspires ideas for written assignments
(Leki, 2003; Peelo, 1994). It is thus the basis on which potential success in academic
writing rests. Success in academic writing cannot be achieved without the student
possessing an effective level of competence in coping with the requirements o f the
reading side of academic literacy practices, in other words. In a sense, students’
academic reading practices are inevitably inter-connected with their academic writing
practices, and hence constitute an important and indispensable part o f their academic
studies in the academic discourse community (which will be shown in Chapters 6-8).
The approach adopted in this study, for reasons that will be explained in detail in
the ensuing chapter, is to view the academic reading process as far as possible “in the
round”. In other words, it has been seen as important to try to take into account recent
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perspectives on literacy which look less at reading simply from a psycholinguistic
perspective but which instead attempt to understand it in terms o f what the learner and
the learning context contribute to the experience. For this reason, the theoretical
frameworks provided by the New Literacy Studies (NLS), on the one hand, and
Activity Theory (AT) on the other, have been used as the main heuristics underpinning
the research (see Chapter 2 in particular).
As far as existing research into reading goes, according to Mann “most studies (on
LI academic reading-my interpolation) have focused on student learning through text
and have investigated relationships between approach, conception, outcomes, task
definitions and context” (Mann, 2000:298, emphasis in the original), whereas very few
studies have focused on the personal meanings and experiences involved in reading.
In other words, reading is studied mostly at the micro level by looking at, for instance,
the relationship between reading skills and strategies applied and the results in reading
tasks or tests, the relationship between reading instruction and the performance in
reading

tests,

the

relationship

between

vocabulary knowledge

and

reading

comprehension, and so on. Little is known about what reading means to a person’s life
and learning; what significance is assigned to reading by individuals; how individuals
experience the reading process; what factors have effect on individuals’ reading
process apart from the immediate context of reading tasks; and so on.
Luke and Baker (1991), in an introduction to a collection o f papers on ‘critical
reading pedagogy’ at the basic education level (Baker & Luke, 1991), also pointed out
the dominance o f “the conceptualization o f reading as an essentially internal,
individual, cognitive process” (Luke & Baker, 1991: xi) in reading research and
pedagogy. The contributors in Baker and Luke (1991) argue for the necessity o f taking
a critical social perspective on reading research and teaching: drawing “attention to
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the origins, embeddedness, and place of (whatever counts as) ‘reading’ in economic,
ideological, social and instructional formations” (Luke & Baker, 1991: xiii), “detailing
how what now counts as reading in school has been historically, ideologically and
culturally shaped, ..., and ... offering alternative perspectives on how reading can be
conceptualized and on how the study of the practice o f reading instruction in schools
can proceed usefully” (ibid: xv). Although this collection o f papers focuses on the
basic education context, their conceptualization o f reading is relevant in principle to
the current study of academic literacy in higher education as well.
Examination of the research studies conducted in the area o f second language (L2)
reading seems to reflect a similar lack o f research into reading experiences as indicated
in Mann (2000) about the reading research in LI. For example, studies reported in the
journal of ‘Reading in a Foreign Language’ (from 1983 to 2005) are mostly about the
teaching of EF/SL reading in classroom settings, design o f reading courses and reading
materials, development of vocabulary, strategies instruction, reading comprehension,
testing o f reading, text analysis, etc. Also, Brantmeier, in order to provide L2
researchers with a convenient way of searching the latest relevant literature,
summarizes publications on L2 reading during 2004 and 2005 in venues other than the
journal o f ‘Reading in a Foreign Language’, which again shows that investigations o f
reading comprehension, strategy instruction, vocabulary development, and the
cognitive perspective of reading research still dominate the area o f L2 reading research
(Brantmeier, 2005). From Bernhardt’s two syntheses o f L2 reading research in the 20th
century, we may get a good idea o f the trends in this area over three decades. In order to
build an L2 reading model, Bernhardt examines the L2 reading research on adult
readers (who are literate in LI) during the 1970s and 1980s in three areas: linguistic
knowledge

(e.g.

word

recognition,

phonological

aspects,

lexical knowledge,
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morphosyntactic knowledge, (Bernhardt, 1991:33)); literacy knowledge (i.e. “the
operational knowledge that refers to knowing how to approach text, why one
approaches it, and what to do with it when a text is approached”, ibid:35); world
knowledge (i.e. cultural and topic knowledge, ibid:37). The studies in the first area
mainly concern the relationship between the processing speed o f word recognition and
the L2 proficiency, vocabulary development and its influence on L2 reading, syntactic
knowledge and reading comprehension; studies in the second area are mainly about
strategy development and comprehension; the third area mainly deals with the
relationship between reading comprehension and cultural or particular topic
background knowledge. Her later work for the same purpose (Bernhardt, 2000) further
points out that ‘metacognition’ and ‘affect’ in L2 reading were two areas rarely
researched before the 1990’s. After reviewing the research studies in L2 reading during
the last decade of the 20th century, she finds that the following areas “remained
consistent instances of research interest”: affective factors, text structure, syntactic
features, and word knowledge and instruction (Bernhardt, 2000: 798). As Bernhardt
(1991) has commented:
It is quite possible that many o f the findings in second language reading research are in
actuality artefacts o f the manner in which the measurement was taken. The majority o f
second language (reading) studies have used cloze (a syntactic/productive measure o f
clausal knowledge) or oral reading (a productive/performance measure that impedes
comprehension) or multiple choice testing (a measure that interferes with the development
o f individual readers’ discourse models). ... (M)any o f the generalizations about L2 reading
might be valid. We cannot determine their validity, however, until we allow all the variables
entailed in reading— linguistic, literacy, and knowledge, to function simultaneously during
real reading tasks with authentic texts. As long as we continue to manipulate both readers
and texts, we will obscure the process we are attempting to investigate (Bernhardt,
1991:39).

Here, then, are the possible disadvantages of “mainstream” reading research, i.e. many
o f the reading tasks that were given to the readers for measurement o f their reading
comprehension may not be found in authentic situations; many o f the texts used in the
measurement may not be read in real-life situations; in many studies, one or more
variables in reading (such as the level of difficulty of the texts, the readers’ language
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proficiency, the topics o f the texts in relation to the readers’ background knowledge, etc.)
were controlled, which is not likely to be the case in authentic reading situations, such
as reading for the purpose of academic studies.
In investigating academic reading practices, thus, I thought it important to take into
account recent conceptualisations of literacy practices in general and o f academic
literacy in particular, ones which might provide as complete a picture as possible o f the
student and the study context, and in this way avoid some o f the limitations o f the
research tradition just outlined. Thus, Mann following Saljo’s argument that “human
action does not take place in a social vacuum” (Saljo, 1984:71), suggests that “(r)eading
in the academic context cannot...be viewed as a purely neutral cognitive process
undertaken in a social vacuum”, which led her to investigate instead the students’
experience o f academic reading in order to “understand the meaning that reading in an
academic context has for the individual student” (Mann, 2000:279). Mann studied four
undergraduate students’ (English as LI) academic reading experiences, by asking them
to keep a reading diary over a week, to carry out a reading task, and to talk with the
researcher about the diary, the way they approached the reading passage and the
experience of reading it in a series of interviews. Her study reveals that reading needs to
be viewed as “a meaningful activity which has significance for students in different
ways” (ibid: 314). She concludes that “in order to understand the richness and
complexity of reading, we need to view it as an activity that has both personal
significance and socio-political significance. ... It is through trying to come closer to
these biographical and socio-political realities for any one student that we can
understand how it is that reading means (and) what it does for that person”
(ibid:315-316, emphasis in the original). Her study has illustrated the importance and
possibility of viewing academic reading from a different angle other than the more

Chapter One: Introduction

-9 -

dominant cognitive perspective of reading research.
M ann’s view o f reading echoes some of the principal propositions underpinning the
theoretical model of literacy associated with the New Literacy Studies (NLS), which
emphasize that reading and writing are always related to the social, cultural, historical
practices of which they are a part, and thus can only be truly understood when studied
within the specific contexts in which they take place (e.g. Barton, 1994:35). However,
there are very few studies of reading which explicitly follow the NLS tradition,
including Mann, one exception being Ridgway (2003). Ridgway, by adopting a NLS
perspective, examines attitudes towards literacy in different countries and societies
throughout history, and their valued or dominant styles in literacy practices, and
concludes that values of literacy change over time, and vary from society to society and
from culture to culture, which results in different attitudes and styles o f reading among
different societies and cultures (Ridgway 2003).
Moreover, research studies on academic writing using NLS as a theoretical
framework have shown evidence of many new insights into academic writing,
especially in relation to the study o f writing by those who are new to western academic
discourses, such as overseas students, mature students, etc. (Ivanic, 1997; C. Jones,
Turner, & Street, 1999; Lea & Stierer, 2000; Lillis, 2001). Therefore, it seems both
worthwhile and promising to focus the current study on academic reading within a
similar theoretical framework, i.e., an NLS, social practice-oriented one. The academic
reading practices and the contextual issues surrounding the academic reading will be in
the centre o f this research.
I also mentioned earlier that 1 felt it would be useful to use Activity Theory (AT) in
this connection. The idea o f bringing AT into the study o f academic reading was to take
advantage of the activity system model as a tool for theorising the contexts within
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which the literacy practices were situated in the study the thesis is concerned with. Also,
as will be explained in 2.4.1 below, the social orientation towards learning and
knowledge shared by both NLS and AT makes it possible to profitably combine these
two schools of thoughts together. In short, thus, it has been regarded as empirically
necessary and rewarding, as well as theoretically feasible, to carry out a study on L2
academic reading practices from a combined NLS and AT approach in order to add to
our understanding o f the area o f research in question and o f the possible ways to apply
the theoretical framework in focus.

1.4 The Structure o f this Thesis
This chapter has attempted to introduce the research the rest o f this thesis is
concerned with, in terms of the rationale for the choice o f the research focus, (i.e.
academic reading experiences and practices of Chinese postgraduate students in a UK
university) and the choice of the theoretical framework, (i.e. a combined NLS and AT
approach). The overall purposes of the research have also been briefly introduced, and
will be further developed in Chapter 3. In what follows, Chapter 2 establishes the
theoretical framework that has guided the design and direction o f the research. Chapter
3 justifies the choice of research methodology and methods o f data collection, and
documents the procedure that was used for conducting the research, the data treatment
and data analysis. Chapters 4 and 5 clarify the contexts for the analysis of the data by
retelling the four subjects’ past experiences of literacy learning and practices in both
their mother tongue and English, and their current literacy experiences and practices in
general, and by constructing the activity system that the subjects used to belong to
(Chapter 4), and the current activity systems of the two masters’ programmes in which
they were studying at the time of the data collection (Chapter 5). Chapters 6 and 7 focus
on the two subjects from the MA. in Education programme, examining their academic
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reading experiences and practices for the purpose o f writing assignments through
constructing the ‘object’ of their reading activities during the course o f writing their
assignments, and, by scrutinising the relationships between each pair o f the components
in the activity system, the factors contributing to their experiences and practices.
Chapter 8 deals with the same type of analysis as the two previous chapters do, with the
focus on the two subjects from MSc. in Management programme. Finally, Chapter 9
pulls together the arguments made throughout the thesis and draws out the wider
implications of the current study for the teaching and researching o f L2 academic
reading.

Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework

- 12 -

Chapter Two: Towards a Theoretical Fram ework...................................................................................................12
2.1 Introduction.....................................................................................................................................................12
2.2 M odels o f Literacy.........................................................................................................................................12
2.2.1 The Autonomous Model o f Literacy......................................................................................... 13
2.2.2 The Ideological Model o f Literacy.............................................................................................18
2.2.3 NLS in Academic Literacy...........................................................................................................23
2.3 Working Concepts in theN ew Literacy Studies (NLS) Approach.................................................... 26
2.3.1 Literacy Events................................................................................................................................ 27
2.3.2 Literacy Practices........................................................................................................................... 28
2.3.3 Context.............................................................................................................................................. 30
2.3.3.1 Language in Context....................................................................................................... 31
2.3.3.2 Literacy in C ontext..........................................................................................................34
2.3.4 Network............................................................................................................................................. 39
2.3.5 Ruling Passions— the Emotional Dimension in Literacy Practices.................................. 41
2.3.6 Community....................................................................................................................................... 42
2.3.7 Sum mary...........................................................................................................................................43
2.4 A ctivity Theory (AT) Approach to the Study o f Literacy P ractices................................................ 44
2.4.1 Common Theoretical Root o f NLS and A T .............................................................................44
2.4.2 Activity Theory and Activity System M od el...........................................................................47
2.4.2.1 Action and A ctivity......................................................................................................... 47
2.4.2.2 Activity System (AS) M o d e l........................................................................................50
2.4.2.3 Advantages o f the AS M odel and its Suitability for M y Study.......................... 54
2.4.3 Summary...........................................................................................................................................57
2.5 C onclusion.......................................................................................................................................................58

Chapter Two: Towards a Theoretical Framework
2.1 Introduction
In this chapter, my main objective is to establish a working theoretical framework
for the analysis of data through a review of the existing literature. I will present different
schools of thoughts concerning literacy and different traditions o f research into both
reading and writing, with a view to building a case for following the school o f New
Literacy Studies (NLS). It will also be argued that Activity Theory (AT) should be
adopted in this study as a way of theorizing the contexts in which the academic reading
practices are situated. Thus, a review of the history and development o f AT and the
strengths of it as an analytical tool for the purposes o f the research in question will also
be presented in this chapter.

2.2 M odels o f Literacy
To turn first, thus, to models of literacy. Street (1984) uses the term ‘literacy’ to
mean “the social practices and conceptions o f reading and writing”, and argues that
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there are two different approaches to the analysis o f literacy, which he characterises as
the ‘autonomous’ model and ‘ideological’ models (p.l).

2.2.1 The Autonomous Model of Literacy
According to Street (1984, 1993a, 1993b) the ‘autonomous’ model o f literacy refers
to the way literacy is conceptualised by scholars such as Goody (1968, 1977), Goody
and Watt (1988), Greenfield (1972), Hildyard and Olson (1978), and Ong (1982).
Goody and Watt associate literacy and literate societies with “civilization”, rational and
“logico-empirical” modes of thought, and social, economic, technological and political
advance (Goody & Watt, 1988:14). By examining the way Greek philosophers such as
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle developed and wrote their works, they argue that the
methods of western thought— such as logic, rationality, objectivity, abstraction— are
intrinsically connected with writing (Goody & Watt, 1988:17). They believe in the
existence o f radical differences between literate and non-literate societies because
“writing establishes a ... relationship between the word and its referent ... that is more
general and more abstract, and less closely connected with the peculiarities o f person,
place and time” than is the language of oral communication (ibid: 13); and believe that
“the written word suggests an ideal of definable truths which have an inherent
autonomy and permanence. ... (O)nce given the physical reality o f writing, they (verbal
words) take on a life of their own” whereas spoken words cannot be divorced from the
rest of the sentence and the social contexts (ibid). They also suggest that acquisition of
literacy improves cognitive and intellectual abilities, such as logical, abstract, and
critical thinking. Ong (1988), like Goody and Watt (1988), holds that there are certain
qualities pertinent to literacy and literate societies and orality and oral/non-literate
cultures because of the intrinsic differences between writing and speaking. He depicts
orally-based thought and expression as “aggregative, redundant, embedded in the
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human lifeworld, situational, agonistic, and empathetic”, whereas literate thought as
“analytic, abstract, neutral, and objective”(Ong, 1988). Olson (1988) claims that the
transition from utterance to text1 is an evolution both culturally and developmentally
— the creation o f “explicit, autonomous statements ... dependent upon an explicit
writing system, the alphabet, and an explicit form o f argument, the essay” brought about
an altered conception o f language and o f rational man, which gave shape to many
predominant features of Western culture (Olson, 1988:176). He further argues that
writing (in order to make texts as autonomous representations o f meaning) is a powerful
intellectual tool to generate original theoretical knowledge.
What is in common for the scholars reviewed in the preceding paragraph is that they
all see literacy (reading and writing) as “independent from social context, an
autonomous variable whose consequences for society and cognition can be derived
from its intrinsic character” (Street 1993a:5), possessing fundamentally different
characteristics from orality (speaking and listening), and representing objective, neutral,
logical, and permanent meanings that can be distanced from social and situational
context. Although such scholars do not use the phrase “autonomous model o f literacy”
themselves, Street argues that the term ‘autonomous’ “draws attention to the underlying
coherence and relationship of ideas which, on the surface, might appear unconnected
and haphazard. ... the use of the concept helps us to see what is entailed by adopting
particular positions, to fill in gaps left by untheorised statements about literacy, and to
adopt a broader perspective than is apparent in any one writer on literacy” (Street
1984:3).
Hill and Parry (1990a) extend the discussion of the autonomous model o f literacy in
their consideration of reading tests, showing the dominance o f this model in formal

1 Utterance refers to “informal, oral-language statements”; text refers to “explicit, written prose statements” (Olson
1 9 8 8 :1 7 5 -6 ).
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education, and in the teaching and testing o f reading in particular. Their discussion
reveals that texts in such contexts are typically treated as autonomous. As they point out,
Olson (1988) argues that “the transition from utterance to text ... can be described as
one o f increasing explicitness, with language increasingly able to stand as an
unambiguous and autonomous representation of meaning” (p. 176); and that the ideal
text for schooling should “depend on no cues other than linguistic cues; it represents no
intentions other than those represented in the text; it is addressed to no one in particular;
its author is essentially anonymous; and its meaning is precisely that represented by the
sentence meaning” (ibid: 187). Hill and Parry notice that related to the concept of
autonomy of text is the concept of the autonomy o f skill— reading is viewed as a
technical skill rather than a social skill, and once acquired, “it should not, in principle,
be affected by the social identity o f the reader, the origin o f the text, or the purposes for
which the text is being read”; or in other words, literacy is seen to be “socially neutral”
(Hill and Parry 1990a: 18). After examining reading tests in both the “British” tradition
(i.e. open-ended questions) and the “American” tradition (i.e. multiple choice
questions), Hill and Parry conclude that the tests share a common basic
assumption— the autonomous model of literacy, i.e. autonomous texts are used to assess
autonomous skill:
... test makers deliberately use a wide range o f passages that candidates are unlikely to know
much about, and they try to construct tasks that cannot be answered without reference to the text,
even by someone well informed about its content. Indeed, the use o f specialised knowledge can
be a disadvantage, for it often leads to the choice o f a distracter in a multiple-choice task or the
inclusion o f too much information in an open-ended one. ... The skill that they test, and thereby
propagate, is a circumscribed kind o f reading: it consists solely o f perceiving ‘the very words’ o f
the text and drawing logical inferences from the propositions that they convey. ... other qualities,
such as individuals’ factual knowledge, their ability to use it in obtaining new information from
text, or their capacity for remembering and using such information for purposes other than
immediate interpretation are all considered irrelevant. (1990a: 19).

Hill and Parry (1990) also point out that the assumptions o f the autonomous model
o f literacy have spread far wider than the area of testing o f reading if we consider how
the testing scores are used— students may be placed into different levels o f reading
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classes , or subjects may be labelled as ‘good’ or ‘poor’ readers in research studies
according to the test scores. Review of the literature also shows that studies o f
good/skilled/proficient readers and poor/unskilled/non-proficient readers abound in the
area o f both LI and L2 reading research (e.g. Afflerbach & Johnston, 1986; Ahmad &
Asraf, 2004; Anderson, 1991; Block, 1986; Brown, Armbruster, & Baker, 1983; Carrell,
1989; Chiappe, Chiappe, & Gottardo, 2004; Davey, 1987; Gamer & Krauss, 1982;
Guillund, 1996; Hosenfeld, 1977; Knight, Padron, & Waxman, 1985; Lau & Chan,
2003; Penney, Leung, Chan, Meng, & McBride-Chang, 2005; Wasson, Beare, &
Wasson, 1990 amongst others), and reading tests are most commonly used to
discriminate good from poor readers. The study o f reading comprehension is another
major topic in the area of reading research— there are studies o f the relationship
between comprehension and background knowledge (Alderson & Urquhart, 1988;
Bernhardt, 1991, , 1991a; Brantmeier, 2005b; Carrell, 1984, , 1987; Chen & Donin,
1997; Hammadou, 2000; Hudson, 1988; Pulido, 2004; Ridgway, 1997), comprehension
and reading strategies (Ahmad & Asraf, 2004; Carrell, Carson, & Zhe, 1993),
comprehension and vocabulary knowledge or vocabulary development (Fukkink,
Hulstijn, & Simis, 2005; Lubliner & Smetana, 2005; Nassaji, 2004), comprehension
and text structure (Chambliss, 1995; Horiba, 2000; Martinez, 2002; Toledo, 2005;
Wenger, 1993), and so on, in which the measurement o f comprehension is an
indispensable element which is usually achieved through reading tests with various task
types (e.g. cloze, blank filling, multiple choice questions, true/false questions, recall,
etc.). Another popular area of research, which also indicates the widespread influence
o f the autonomous model of literacy, is reading strategies/skills and instruction o f such
strategies/skills (Alfassi, 2004; Carrell & Carson, 1997; Dymock, 2005; Mutawa &

2 Language placem en t tests are w id ely used at u n iversities in m any countries to allocate students to different lev els o f
lan gu age courses. A reading com p onent is u su ally an in d isp en sab le part o f such tests.
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Islam, 1994; Singhal, 2001; Stoller, 1994; Wood & Endres, 2004), since such studies
assume that reading involves a set of strategies/skills that can be trained in educational
settings and transferred to other situations once acquired. Studies on strategy instruction
normally involve the evaluation of the effect o f instruction, which is again usually
achieved through comprehension tests of the kind mentioned above.
In short, the preceding discussion shows a long-standing tradition o f reading
research and instruction, which is underpinned by the autonomous model of
literacy—viewing reading as psychological and cognitive processes and attributes
within individual readers’ minds and independent from the contexts o f use.
However, the nature of academic reading extends beyond what can be accounted for
by the autonomous model of literacy, as Saljo observes:
...th e ability to read cannot be adequately considered as a mere technical skill denoting the
ability to decipher strings o f letters on a page. A core feature o f much o f the reading that is
carried out in academic contexts is that individuals are required to see something in the outside
world — be it the structure o f physical objects, a historical development resulting in major
social changes, or evolution — in a perspective which is not a familiar part o f everyday
thinking. ... This excursion into the fascinating topic o f how people make sense o f what they
read is therefore to be conceived not merely as an inquiry into human capacity for learning in a
narrow sense, but also into fundamental processes o f knowledge-generation and mediation in a
complex and dynamic cultural and scientific milieu where a multitude o f — sometimes
competing — conceptions o f reality (Marton 1981) can be found (Saljo, 1984:71-72).

In the source from which the above quotation is taken, Saljo (1984) argues that reading
in academic contexts is different from reading in everyday life (e.g. reading novels,
newspapers) because students are required to view things from certain perspectives
which are not familiar to them in everyday thinking, and students are often required to
read something of others’ choices and within certain time constraints (also see Peelo
1994, Mann 2000). Therefore, reading in different contexts “must not be assumed ... (as)
one and the same cognitive activity” (Saljo 1984:72) as the autonomous model of
literacy does. While these authors (Saljo 1984, Peelo 1994, Mann 2000) are all talking
about native English speakers, the discussion of Chinese students’ academic reading
must also add to the picture cultural, educational and linguistic dimensions, as the
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students are from a different culture and educational tradition and are now situated in a
western academic context (see Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Liu, 2005; Sowden, 2005; Watkins
& Biggs, 1996 for discussion of cultural issues) and using a different language. As the
quotation form Saljo (1984) above indicates, the notion o f academic reading is unlikely
to be “a familiar part of everyday thinking” even for students from the same educational
tradition. This is, therefore, likely to be even more so for students from a different
non-western educational tradition. For this reason, the autonomous model o f literacy is
unlikely to be helpful in understanding Chinese students’ academic reading.
In the foregoing section, I have showed the widespread influence o f the autonomous
model of literacy in the area of reading research and the inappropriateness o f such a
theory for my study of Chinese students’ L2 academic reading in a western university.
To try to find a more suitable theory for my discussion of academic reading, I therefore
now turn to the ideological model of literacy undergirding the New Literacy Studies
(NLS).

2.2.2 The Ideological Model of Literacy
In contrast to the picture underpinning the autonomous model o f literacy, an
alternative argument states that literacy practices are “always embedded in social and
cultural contexts and moreover they are not simply neutral artefacts but are always
contested and ideological” (Street 1993b:82). The discussion in 2.2.1 above indicates
that the way literacy has been conceptualized in the autonomous model o f literacy is
largely based on the “essay-text” form of literacy (dominant in western academic circles
to which scholars who support this view belong), which can be seen as socially
constructed within western social traditions, and hence ideological in nature. Thus,
scholars such as Goody, Olson, and Ong, emphasize the superiority o f western
alphabetic writing system to other writing systems, consider literacy with writing

Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework

- 19-

systems other than alphabetic system as ‘restricted’ in terms o f the scope o f the literate
population of the whole society, and view the western form o f literacy as capable o f
fostering higher cognitive and intellectual abilities, all o f which seem to confirm very
well the ideology (of western traditions) and embeddedness (in western societies and
cultures) of their own view of literacy (see in particular Goody 1968, 1977, Goody and
Watt 1988, Olson 1988, Ong 1988). In reality, however, such claims are untenable, as
the studies I will review next demonstrate.
Gough shows that non-alphabetic writing systems can also yield widespread
literacy and sophisticated technology and civilization, as in India and China (Gough,
1988). Scribner and Cole point out that “it is a hazardous enterprise to attempt to
establish causal relationships among selected aspects o f social and individual function
without taking into account the totality of social practice o f which they are a part”
(Scribner & Cole, 1988:57). They suggest a comparative approach— studying
“seemingly ‘same’ practices in different societal contexts”— to investigate the
intellectual

impact of reading

and writing practices.

Thus, they combined

anthropological field work and experimental psychological methods in a study of
literacy practices of Vai people in a West African traditional society, where there are
three scripts co-existing: English, Vai, and Arabic. English is taught at government-run
schools and is used as the official script in political and economic institutions
nationwide; Arabic is taught in Qur’anic schools3 and is used in religious practices; Vai
script is usually learned within a two-week to two-month period with the help o f a
friend or relative and serves the purpose of personal communication and community
affairs in the villages4. The study indicated that schooled literacy does not lead to higher

i Learning u su ally o n ly in v o lv es rote m em orization o f passages from Q u r’an or frequently used prayers, w ithout
actual understanding o f the language.
4 Such as personal corresp on d en ce, record-keeping o f public affairs.
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cognitive or intellectual abilities and performance in a general sense, as the English
literates educated in western-type schools did not perform better than other groups if
they were not involved in schooled literacy practices after they left school; that certain
activities involved in reading and writing may promote specific cognitive skills, or in
other words, certain literacy practices are associated with certain skills and may
promote those skills; and that it is uncertain whether literacy is a necessary or sufficient
condition for any o f the skills that were assessed, since not all non-literates were found
to perform at a lower level than all literates in all tasks (Scribner & Cole, 1981,, 1988).
This research shows that literacy does not have the general or global consequences on
cognition claimed by some scholars. Instead, the effects of literacy are closely related to
the practice of that literacy as part of people’s social practices as a whole.
In his ethnographic study in an Iranian village in the 1970s, Street (1984, 1995)
identified two types of literacies: the ‘maktab’ or Q ur’anic school literacy, where
students learn the Q ur’an; and the ‘modem’ literacy taught in the state education system.
Certain literacy conventions (such as ‘the ordering o f words on a page; the indicating of
meaning by precise placing of words; the indication of the beginning and ending of
words by different forms of a letter’, 1995:41) learned in the ‘maktab’ are more or less
‘hidden’ compared with the skills taught in state schools, and ‘maktab’ students m aybe
considered as ‘illiterate’ according to the formal school tests (1984:154). Yet the
‘maktab’ literacy learned from the ‘maktab’ enabled those who learned in this way to
make their way through the Qur’an and other texts, and apply the information to their
daily life— seeking the relevance between religious texts and their current situation,
discussing and arguing with others about certain issues o f their interest and so on.
Street also argues that the ‘maktab’ literacy facilitated the emergence of the
‘commercial’ literacy involved in fruit selling in mountain villages. The major form of
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the ‘commercial’ literacy was a book of transaction records with neatly lined columns
designated for accounts, weights, money, and signature, which bears characteristics of
the ‘maktab’ literacy— extra textual features such as the layout, and conventions of
presentation also contain meanings in addition to the content o f language. The hidden
knowledge of lists, tables, format, and layout that was learned from the ‘maktab’ and
which helped to establish the ‘commercial’ literacy was not valued and taught in
government schools; hence the ‘maktab’ better prepared people for the ‘commercial’
uses o f literacy (Street 1984, 1995). Street also noticed that “there was also a deep
ambivalence among villagers towards the state education system and the forms of
literacy it transmitted” (1995:39), due to the conflicting values and interests on the part
o f urban educators and local villagers5. Street’s study illustrates that literacies acquired
in different contexts can take very different shapes, and play very different roles in
social life, and that it is therefore inappropriate for them to be evaluated and examined
on the assumption that there is one universal form o f literacy, based on western
traditions. Only through the study of how people acquire certain forms o f literacy and
apply them in the concrete and specific social contexts and practices is it possible to
understand the meanings and consequences o f literacy.
Another well-known study in this tradition is the investigation by Barton and
Hamilton (1998) of a literacy project in a community in Lancaster, England. They
examined people’s everyday literacy practices, and the values and attitudes behind them.
Through in-depth interviews, observations and document collection and by attending to
the particulars of people’s doings with regard to reading and writing o f various types,
they present a rich and vivid picture of a (basically working-class) people’s literacy life
in a local community in the north of England— how literacy is used to make sense of life,

5 V illagers feci that urban teachers sh o w m ore interest in urban ad van cem en t than in ed u cating rural villagers, and
m ade no effort in understanding rural valu es and material need s (Street 1995:39).
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to get things done in the community, to fulfil personal goals, to meet emotional needs,
etc. For instance, one informant viewed writing at work as a struggle since he didn’t get
trained sufficiently for this at school and hence viewed him self as uneducated; he
viewed reading “authentic war stories” and writing his own “authentic war stories” as
one of the pleasure o f his life; another informant used literacy as a tool to solve
community affairs, to help friends or neighbours solve their problems, to help her son
fighting against dyslexia, and to bring changes to her life. The study shows that literacy
has different meanings for different people; that the study o f literacy cannot be
distanced from the real-life social context in which it takes place; and that it is closely
related to the personal, social and cultural history o f its users.
Literacy studies o f these kinds have revealed a very different picture from what was
portrayed by the autonomous model, and at the same time refuted the fundamental
assumptions underpinning it. As was mentioned at the beginning o f this section, the
‘autonomous’ model of literacy tends to be based on western ‘essay-text’ literacy—a
cultural-specific literacy practice, whose characteristics were treated by some scholars
(see Goody and Watt 1988, Olson 1988, Ong 1988 for example) as ‘the’ characteristics
o f literacy. The studies reviewed above have shown the inadequacy o f this model of
literacy and point to a new direction of literacy studies based on the ‘ideological’ model
o f literacy. Street (1993b) terms studies based on the ideological model o f literacy as
new literacy studies (NLS), and I will use the two terms interchangeably hereafter. The
basic tenets of the ‘ideological’ model of literacy or NLS include: there is no one single
literacy but multiple literacies associated with different domains o f social life and
different social institutions; the meaning o f literacy depends upon the social
institutions/contexts in which it is embedded and upon the processes whereby reading
and writing are learned (Barton 1994; Baynham 1995; Gee 1996, 2000; Street 1984,
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1995). Therefore, from this point o f view, in order to make sense o f any given literacy
practice (e.g. academic reading), one should study it in the social contexts that give it
meaning (Street 1995).

2.2.3 NLS in Academic Literacy
There has been an expanding body of research studies in the area o f academic
literacy guided by the NLS theorisation o f literacy (Ivanic, 1997; C. Jones, Turner, &
Street, 1999; Lea & Stierer, 2000; Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis, 2001). However, nearly all
o f this has been concerned with academic writing; there have so far been very few
research studies on academic reading that explicitly make use o f the NLS theorization.
Nevertheless, some researchers do conceptualize academic reading in a similar way as
those who adopt NLS framework. For example, Mann (2000)6 focuses on native
English speaking UK university undergraduate students’ experiences o f reading and
explores the meanings of reading in the students’ lives in general and in their academic
life at the university and how that shapes the students’ approaches to reading. Her
findings include that such students define the seemingly same reading tasks differently
and assign different meanings to reading and to the academic context (e.g. one student
sees academic reading as “intellectual activity”, involving “concentration and
engagement”, from which she tries to work out her own ideas; and she sees universities
as places for intellectuals where she feels safe and at home, as she views herself an
intellectual. Another student, in contrast, thinks reading “a waste o f time” and academic
reading “not intrinsically meaningful and enjoyable”; being at university means to her
more as a symbol o f higher social status than a place for academic learning (p.303-306));
that the significance of academic reading for each student relates closely to his/her
perception of themselves as a student and as a person; and that reading in academic

6 S ee Chapter 1 (1 .2 ) ab ove for further d iscu ssion o f this source.
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context is not a private and personal activity but a public and evaluated activity, thus is
often experienced by the students as ‘disturbed’ or ‘problematic’ not because o f the
actual reading process, but because of the purposes and consequences o f the reading
activity that is imposed upon the students by more powerful parties in the academic
context. Although she does not mention anything in relation to NLS, her view o f
reading as meaningful in different ways to different people and within different contexts,
as closely associated with personal history, and as social rather than individual and
private, reflects very closely a number of features o f the NLS theorization.
While M ann’s (2000) study is concerned with native speakers o f English, Bell
focuses on the reading practices o f Thai postgraduate students in an Australian
university (J. Bell, 2002, , 2005). She explores the cultural-educational difference
between the Thai and Australian education systems, and how that shapes students’
reading practices before and after they started their studies in Australia. She holds that
the students’ past literacy experience, cultural and educational background and the
contexts in which their literacy practices take place, are crucial to our understanding o f
reading and hence must be taken into account while researching reading, which, once
again, closely echoes the NLS theoretical perspective. Her study demonstrates that the
conception o f reading and hence the educational expectations in these two countries
differ from each other, which resulted in different reading practices; and that the
academic environment plays vital roles in shaping students’ reading practices.
Taillefer (Taillefer,

2005),

through

a questionnaire

survey o f European

undergraduate exchange students in three countries (Britain, France and Spain),
illustrates that difference in academic literacy culture exists even among western
countries (cf. Sherman, 1992), and that such difference in academic literacy culture
leads to distinct reading practices in these three countries, which echoes Bell’s
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arguments and conceptions of reading (2002, 2005). Taillefer’s study once again
reflects some basic ideas o f NLS by showing the necessity o f considering students’
home literacy culture and past literacy experiences in the study o f L2 literacy practices,
and o f considering the differences between literacy cultures and the part such
differences can play in students’ literacy practices.
To sum up, the three studies mentioned above show that academic reading cannot be
fully understood from an autonomous view o f literacy discussed in 2.2.1 above, since,
as the literature just reviewed show, reading p er se may not be problematic, i.e. the
students are not necessarily deficient in reading skills or strategies. Rather, it is the
changes in the academic environment and differences between the host culture and the
student’s home culture that need to be studied in order to understand their reading
practices. Although not explicitly using NLS theories to guide their studies, their
theorization of reading and literacy nevertheless reflects some o f the essential tenets of
NLS, which have been steadily developed and improved over years by various
researchers from areas o f education, anthropology, linguistics, etc. However, without a
comprehensive theory of literacy, such as the NLS framework, to guide their studies,
none of the three researchers mentioned above was able to cover all the aspects that are
essential to a full understanding of literacy.
By foregrounding NLS theories of literacy in my study o f academic reading, I am
therefore explicitly and systematically applying the whole set o f the key arguments and
concepts to my study, rather than grasp only one or two aspects as Mann (2000), Bell
(2002, 2005) and Taillefer (2005) have done in their studies. Moreover, the authors
mentioned above still have the individual readers and their knowledge and strategies of
reading as the focus of their studies. For instance, Mann (2000) only examined the
relationship

between

the

students’ academic

reading

experiences

and their
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self-perception as a student and as a person; Bell (2002, 2005) mainly examined how
Thai students’ cultural and educational background have influenced their reading
strategies and approaches, and how they changed their reading strategies and
approaches in an Australian university; Taillefer (2005) only used questionnaire to
examine students’ home academic literacy culture. The current study, instead, will
emphasize the interactions and relationships between the individual and the context,
and between the past experiences and current practices. In other words, I will examine
the students’ past education and literacy experiences as the current practices are very
likely built upon the personal history of literacy experiences; I will examine all the
literacy events that are potentially relevant to the students’ academic reading for the
purpose o f writing assignments; I will then examine how the students interact with the
other people involved in the events, how they interact with the physical, institutional,
and sociocultural contexts, how their relationships with other people and with the
contexts may have effects on their academic reading practices, and how their academic
reading practices may have effects on their academic writing and their experience o f
being part o f the academic discourse community in a UK university. In so doing, I am
hoping that the current study will contribute to both our understanding o f reading and to
the further development of NLS by applying it to a field o f study where there seem to
have been relatively few studies adopting NLS tradition.

2.3 W orking Concepts in the New Literacy Studies (NLS) Approach
As I have already made clear that this research takes the view that it is important to
relate academic reading practices to social context, I have also indicated that the NLS
conceptual framework appears especially suitable for providing such a perspective. I
will therefore now review the basic concepts of NLS that are central to a study o f the
kind this research is concerned with.

Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework

-27-

2.3.1 Literacy Events
A “literacy event” is defined by Anderson et al. as “any action sequence, involving
one or more persons, in which the production and/or comprehension o f print plays a
role” (1980, quoted in Heath, 1983:386). As Heath puts it, “those occasions in which
the talk revolves around a piece o f writing” are literacy events. Such definitions imply
that the interactions between the participants are based on a piece (or pieces) of
writing— either to produce or to comprehend; and that the piece(s) o f writing are very
likely to play a central role in the interaction.
Barton extends this concept to include any occasion where “the written word has a
role” (Barton, 1994:36). For example, parents reading a story to children at bed time,
two friends talking about a newspaper article that they both read before, writing a
shopping list, taking a telephone message, students reading textbooks are all seen by
him to constitute literacy events. Ivanic (1997) provides further understanding o f this
concept, arguing that the text may either play a central or a peripheral role in an event;
that one or more texts may be involved in an event, or a text may be involved in more
than one event or may be involved in an event in more than one way; and that an event
may be divided into sub-events (p.63). It is the literacy event in this broad sense that I
will use in the current study of academic reading. Therefore, any occasion where the
written word has a role for the purpose of reading for writing an academic assignment
will be considered as a relevant literacy event. For example, going to the library to
borrow books, searching the library catalogue and/or Internet database for references,
looking at the reading lists, talking to others about the reading and writing tasks,
emailing tutors asking questions concerning reading, and so on, are all considered
relevant.
The advantage of studying literacy in terms of literacy events is that the concept
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reflects the social nature of literacy. It foregrounds the relationship between reading
and/or writing and the particular and specific occasion which is related to
reading/writing in some way. Since “reading and writing are not undertaken for their
own sake but in order to fulfil social goals” (Ivanic 1997:62), it is not sensible to study
them in isolation or as only concerned with individual cognitive processing. It is
necessary to take into account the social factors surrounding and related to reading and
writing which give rise to and assign meanings to particular activities o f reading and
writing. In this regard, the concept o f ‘literacy event’ can serve as a useful means for
studying literacy as it is situated in specific occasions and activities in human social life,
the overall perspective that my research is concerned with.

2.3.2 Literacy Practices
However it is not sufficient to look just at specific events, in which people use
literacy. It is also important to find out why the events appear the way they are. For
example, from my experience both as a student and university teacher in China, and on
the basis of anecdotal evidence provided by colleagues with similar experiences, it
appears that many Chinese students seldom used the library as a source o f reference
books during their university studies in China. On the other hand, students in UK
universities are expected to use the library on a regular basis in order to obtain resources
for their essays (cf. Sherman 1992; Taillefer 2005). To understand why the same
students may involve in different literacy events while studying in China and UK, we
need to go beyond these specific literacy events. Another concept— literacy
practices— is introduced for this purpose.
Baynham and Baker (2002) summarize three usages o f the term ‘practice’: firstly,
the everyday usage of practice as doing something repetitively to improve skills;
secondly practice as in contrast to theory; and thirdly practice as “situated human
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activity”— i.e. “incorporating both what people do and the ideas, attitudes, ideologies
and values that inform what they do” (Baynham & Baker, 2002:2). They suggest that it
is the third usage of practice that is currently referred to in NLS. For instance, Street
(Street, 1993b:83) uses the concept of literacy practices to indicate the social uses and
meanings o f reading and writing beyond the level o f literacy event. Barton sees literacy
practices as the “general cultural ways of utilizing literacy which people draw upon in a
literacy event” (1994:37), which “involves values, attitudes, feelings and social
relationships”, and “includes people’s awareness o f literacy, constructions o f literacy
and discourses o f literacy, how people talk about and make sense o f literacy” (Barton &
Hamilton, 1998:6). For example, when students searching references in addition to the
recommended reading lists from the tutors in the library or through the Internet, this
constitutes a literacy event; the literacy practice involved in this event can be described
as doing extra reading beyond the required or recommended reading lists. Such
practices may very likely involve beliefs in the value o f extensive reading in learning or
achieving academic goals, or people’s positive attitudes towards extensive reading, or
students’ past experiences in similar situations where they got rewarded by tutors (a
more powerful party than the students) for doing extra reading, or students’ gradual
realization that tutors’ reading lists may not always be adequate for every student’s
purpose.
Another example is Thai students’ use of dictionary while reading (Bell 2005). The
literacy event can be a Thai student consulting English/Thai dictionary while reading an
academic text. The literacy practice here can be using native language to help reading
comprehension in a foreign language, which, according to Bell (2005), is rooted in the
way Thai students learn English in Thailand— i.e. by translating English sentences into
Thai and vice versa—which very likely leads the Thai students to the reliance on their
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native language in L2 reading. Bell (2005) also reports that after studying in Australia
for some time, some Thai students that she researched showed changes in this practice
as they realized the limitation of the dictionary definitions in helping them with reading
tasks in an Australian university, where the requirements and purposes o f reading differ
from their home universities.
These two examples above may have shown how literacy practices involve values,
attitudes, beliefs, cultural upbringing, etc. and how literacy practices may be
constructed/reconstructed in relation to wider literacy discourses or social contexts.
Literacy practices are always and probably can only be embodied in and realized
through concrete literacy events, yet the concept o f literacy practices “is pitched at a
higher level o f abstraction and refers to both behaviour and the social and cultural
conceptualizations that give meaning to the uses o f reading and/or writing” as Street
puts it (1995:2). The above discussion also seems to show that the concept o f literacy
practice, as well as the concept o f literacy event is also a reflection o f the social nature
o f literacy, as Barton and Hamilton claim that “literacy practices ... include processes
internal to the individual, ... social processes which connect people with one
another, ... and shared cognitions represented in ideologies and social identities”
(1998:6-7). Therefore, this concept serves as another central working concept for my
research because I would not only like to investigate the literacy events in which the
Chinese postgraduate students engage, but also to understand the underlying forces
which drive them to engage in those literacy events.

2.3.3 Context
My aim o f this study is to look at literacy in context, therefore, it is inevitable and
essential to consider the concept of ‘context’ in order to make meaningful discussion of
literacy events and literacy practices in the current study. The concepts o f literacy event
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and literacy practices both point to a social theory o f literacy, which emphasizes the
embeddedness and situatedness o f the individual activity o f reading and/or writing in
the wider social contexts, or in other words, the relationship between the individual and
the social world, and emphasizes the concreteness and particulars o f the occasions
where reading and/or writing is involved in some way that may be o f interest to
researchers. As Goodwin and Duranti have observed, “context has long been a key
concept both in the field of pragmatics and in ethnographically oriented studies o f
language use as well as quantitative ones” (C. Goodwin & Duranti, 1992a: 1). Literacy
studies, as a branch of studies of language use, also inevitably involve the notion of
context, which various researchers have considered in their discussions (Barton, 1994
(by using the term 'environment'); Baynham, 1995; Gee, 1996; Ivanic, 1997; Lillis,
2001 ).

2.3.3.1 Language in Context
Literacy is closely associated with language. Baynham (1995) remarks that literacy
is often collocated with language in public discourse. Ivanic explores the relationship
between language and literacy, arguing that literacy is ‘less’ than language because
literacy is basically concerned with written language, whereas language includes both
written and spoken forms; and that literacy is ‘more’ than language in the sense that
researchers working in the NLS tradition pay more attention to the “physical, mental
and social practices and processes in which written language is embedded” than to the
language itself (1997:57). It is quite common and natural to talk about language in the
discussion of literacy (e.g. Barton 1994; Baynham 1995; Gee 1996; Ivanic 1997).
Therefore, I will next discuss a theory of language in context and then move on to that
o f literacy in context.
It was Malinowski who first brought forward the importance o f context beyond the
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words and sentences immediately before and after the particular sentence that one is
looking at in order to fully comprehend the sentence in question. From his ethnographic
field work in Eastern New Guinea, Malinowski found that to understand an utterance,
“the listener, whom we suppose acquainted with the language, ... would have first to be
informed about the situation in which these words were spoken” (1923:301), or in other
words, what was happening around while these words were spoken. He thus coined the
term ‘context of situation’ to indicate “on the one hand that the conception o f context
has to be broadened and on the other that the situation in which words are uttered can
never be passed over as irrelevant to the linguistic expression” (Malinowski, 1923:306,
emphasis in original). He then went on to argue that after being informed about the
‘context o f situation’, the listener should also “have them [these words] placed in their
proper setting o f native culture” (Malinowski 1923:301)— i.e. to fully comprehend the
utterance, one should take into account the cultural condition within which the utterance
is produced. Later on, Halliday gives this notion the term ‘context o f culture’ (Halliday
& Hasan, 1989).
Halliday further developed the concept of ‘context o f situation’ after examining the
works by Malinowski (1923), Firth (1935, 1950), and Hymes (1967). Halliday defines
‘the context of situation’ as the immediate environment where language is used,
consisting of three components:
Field o f discourse: the ‘play’— the kind o f activity, as recognised in the culture, within which
the language is playing some part [predicts experiential meanings];
Tenor o f discourse: the ‘players’— the actors, or rather the interacting roles, that are involved in
the creation o f the text [predicts interpersonal meanings];
Mode o f discourse: the ‘parts’— the particular functions that are assigned to language in this
situation, and the rhetorical channel that is therefore allotted to it (e.g. is it persuasive,
expository, didactic, etc.; is it spoken, written or some combination o f the two) [predicts textual
meanings] (Halliday and Hasan 1989:12, 46).

The ‘context of culture’ refers to the broader cultural background from which meanings
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are derived, as Halliday argues that “any actual context o f situation, the particular
configuration o f field, tenor, and mode that has brought a text into being is not just a
random jumble o f features but a totality— a package ... o f things that typically go
together in the culture” (Halliday and Hasan 1989:46). However, Halliday did not give a
more concrete and specific definition of the ‘context o f culture’.
Drawing upon Halliday, Fairclough (1989) expands the theory o f context into a
theory o f language as discourse— a form o f social practice. He uses the following
diagram to illustrate his theory (see figure 2.1 below). His discourse view o f language
as a form of social practice configures language at three levels: he views
language/discourse, firstly as a product, i.e. text (both in written and/or spoken form),
which is represented by the inner layer— ‘text’ in figure 2.1 below; secondly as
processes (represented by the middle layer in figure 2.1 below), which involves “an
interplay between the properties of texts ... and people’s knowledge o f language,
representations of the natural and social worlds they inhabit, values, beliefs,
assumptions, and so on” (Fairclough 1989:24); and thirdly as involving social
conditions—the outer layer, in which the text and the processes o f production and
interpretation of the text are embedded. Fairclough relates the social conditions to three
levels of social organization. The level o f the social situation or the immediate social
environment can be seen as an equivalent of ‘context o f situation’ in Halliday’s term.
Fairclough further divides Halliday’s ‘context of culture’ into the level o f social
institution, and the level of the society as a whole (1989:25). This diagram in figure 2.1
below shows that “a text is inextricable from the processes o f production and
interpretation which create it, and that these processes are in turn inextricable from the
various local, institutional and socio-historical conditions within which the participants
are situated” (Ivanic 1997:41). Ivanic adds the arrows in order to make it more explicit
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that language both shapes and is shaped by the social context (Fairclough 1989:23,
Ivanid 1997:43).
Social conditions o f production
Process o f production

Text
Process o f interpretation
Interaction
Social conditions o f interpretation
Context

Figure 2.1 Discourse as text interaction and context (Fairclough 1989:251. arrows added by
Ivanic 1997.

To sum up, “in seeing language as discourse and as social practice, one is
committing oneself not just to analysing texts, nor just to analysing processes o f
production and interpretation, but to analysing the relationship between texts, processes,
and their social conditions, both the immediate conditions o f the situational context and
the more remote conditions of institutional and social structures” (Fairclough 1989:26).
As literacy involves language and texts (Ivanic 1997), Fairclough’s (1989)
discourse view of language as a form social practice captures the main features of
N LS’s theorization of literacy as social practice, and hence has been adopted by
researchers in NLS tradition to conceptualize ‘literacy in context’. In the following part,
I will discuss the ways in which Fairclough’s (1989) theory o f language in context has
been applied in literacy studies.

2.3.3.2 Literacy in Context
Barton (1994) adopts the notion of language as discourse, maintaining that in the
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study o f literacy what must be covered is broader than just discussing linguistic form o f
particular registers or genres. Building on such a theory o f language, he develops an
ecological view towards literacy, the central propositions o f which reflect Fairclough’s
theory of language as discourse and social practice, and further spell out the
implications of Fairclough’s ideas in literacy studies.
Barton contends that firstly literacy is a social activity that should be studied in
terms o f literacy events— concrete and particular occasions where people do things with
written texts. Thus, a connection can be established between this perspective and
Fairclough’s model (see figure 2.1 above) as follows. Study o f literacy as events implies
analysing the interactions between people and between people and texts during the
process o f producing and/or interpreting the texts, and analysing the relationship among
people involved in the event, and between the people and texts. This echoes
Fairclough’s argument that to understand language as discourse involves analysing not
only texts and processes o f production and interpretation, but also the relationship
between texts and processes, and the interaction during the processes o f production and
interpretation (1989) (represented by the inner and middle layers o f figure 2.1 above).
Studying literacy at the level of literacy event also involves the immediate social
context— ‘context of situation’, which is part o f the outer layer in figure 2.1 above.
Secondly, in addition to literacy events, as I have already argued (see section 2.3.3
above), literacy should also be studied as literacy practices, and this brings in the rest of
the outer layer in figure 2.1, i.e. the context of social institution and the society as a
whole. Barton further elaborates that there are different literacies that people make use
o f and that are associated with and supported by different social institutions. For
instance, the literacy practices involved in reading and writing academic texts are
typically associated with higher education and academic institutions such as a
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university, and will be very different from those involved in home literacy associated
with family life (e.g. bed-time story reading). If one is to make sense o f academic
literacy, it is necessary to study the academic institution and the wider social conditions
in which the academic institution is situated.
In addition, Barton also specifies that the “broader social relations” literacy involves
consist o f people’s values, attitudes and awareness o f literacy, as people’s attitudes
toward literacy and the relative importance they attach to literacy will often have an
effect on their literacy practices (1994:47-8). Moreover, he argues that the consideration
o f social context must include a historical dimension, i.e. literacy has a history both at
the personal level and at the social level. The first level o f history refers to the personal
history o f literacy learning and development from childhood throughout one’s life. As
Barton notices from the Lancaster Community Literacy Project, people’s view about
literacy and their choice concerning reading and/or writing at any one point o f time is
very much based on the possibilities provided by their past experiences; and literacy
learning takes place throughout one’s life time as the personal life demands, social
circumstances, technologies, etc. change. And the second level refers to the literacy
changes in the whole culture. As my study is concerned with Chinese postgraduate
students who came to UK for a one-year master’s programme, my main concern is the
students’ personal history o f literacy, rather than the social history o f the development
o f academic literacy in UK higher education. Therefore, I will not elaborate the second
level o f literacy history.
Barton’s (1994) theory of literacy in context draws upon Fairclough’s idea o f the
inextricability of language/discourse from both the immediate and wider social
conditions, and develops the concepts of literacy event and literacy practice for literacy
studies, reflecting the embeddness and situatedness o f literacy in the social context. He
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thus breaks down the boundary between the middle and outer layers in Fairclough’s
diagram (figure 2.1 above) and spells out some important aspects o f context at the level
o f social institution and at the level of whole society to help our understanding of
literacy. However, Barton (1994) does not provide a diagrammatic representation o f his
theory, and it is Ivanic (1997) who combines the thinking o f Barton (1994) and
Fairclough (1989) and develops a model of literacy in context (see figure 2.2 below),
which has since been quite widely adopted and applied among researchers o f NLS.
Drawing on Barton’s (1994) theory of literacy in context, and Fairclough’s (1989)
diagram (see figure 2.1 above) of discourse, Ivanic (1997) develops a diagram to
represent literacy in context, showing the relationship between literacy event, literacy
practice and the social conditions (see figure 2.2 below). The ‘text’ remains the
innermost layer in this model, indicating the inevitable presence and role o f written
texts (be it central or peripheral) in any literacy event.
However, it is the second layer— ‘literacy event’—that is more o f interest for
researchers in the NLS tradition (see 2.3.1 above for the advantages o f studying literacy
event). The concept of literacy event already involves the context o f situation, which is
further specified by Ivanic as including firstly “physical situation ... an example from
academic writing (can be) ... (a student’s) bedroom ... (with) books, lecture notes ... (a
tutor’s) office ... with piles of essays, computer ...”; and secondly “specific purposes
and interpersonal relationships”, e.g. the event o f a student writing an assignment
involves purposes o f writing a specific assignment from the student’s point o f view and
the tutor’s point of view, the student’s guess o f tutor’s intention o f setting the
assignment or tutor’s expectations for the assignment, tutor’s evaluation o f the student’s
written work, and so on (1997:59-60).
The outer layers of figure 2.2 below represent the social context or context of
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culture, matching the outer layer of Fairclough’s diagram (see figure 2.1 above). Ivanic
divides the social context into two levels: the third layer represents “the conventions on
which people are drawing in the literacy event: practices, the conventions for behaviour,
and discourse types, the conventions for language use”, more or less corresponding to
Fairclough’s social conditions at the level of institution. The outer layer refers to “the
socio-cultural context which shape practices and discourse types: the configuration of
values, beliefs, interests and power relations” (Ivanic 1997:64).
Ivanic’s diagram incorporates the two most important concepts in NLS, i.e. literacy
event and literacy practice, with Fairclough’s theory o f discourse, which shifts the focus
on text only to include analysis of social relationships and social conditions, thus
establishing a model o f exploring different levels o f context in literacy studies, in her
own case the study o f academic writing and writer identity in particular.

Values, beliefs, interests and power relations
Practices and discourse types
Event
Text

Figure 2.2 Literacy in context (Ivanic 1997:641.

The appropriateness and effectiveness of this model in the study o f academic
literacy has been illustrated by Ivanic’s studies o f academic writing in UK higher
education (1997). Due to its comprehensive and integrated nature, and the close
relationship between academic reading and academic writing in students’ academic life
at universities, it seems reasonable to assume that Ivanic’s model is also relevant to and
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useful for the study o f academic reading. It has therefore been used to investigate the
context o f the aspects of academic literacy focused on in my study.

2.3.4 Network
In a theory o f literacy as social practices, it is inevitable to analyze interpersonal
relationships and the role such relationships play in literacy, as has been made clear in
sections 2.3.1, 2.3.2, 2.3.3 above, and it has therefore seemed important to also make
use o f concepts related to this aspect of literacy in my study. As Barton and Hamilton
(1998) point out, “the strength of the notion of networks is that it provides a simple way
o f moving beyond a focus on individuals and individual encounters, towards one which
shows how literacy links across people and localities” (p. 16). Therefore, the concept of
network is often taken for the purpose of studying interpersonal relationships by various
literacy researchers (Barton & Padmore, 1991; Fingeret, 1983, Barton 1994, Barton and
Hamilton 1998; Gee, 2004).
A “network”, according to Boissevain, is “the social relations in which every
individual is embedded” (1978:24). Figure 2.3 below is a simple illustration of
Boissevain’s idea of social networks. The central circle with a letter ‘a’ is the person in
question. The boxes with letters in are other people, and the lines represent social
relations, such as family, relatives, friends, colleagues, etc. Persons ‘b, c, d, e, f , who
are connected with ‘a’ directly, form the “first order or primary network zone”; others,
i.e. ‘g, h, i, j, k, 1’, who are not directly connected to ‘a’, but may be in contact with ‘a’
through members of the first order zone, form the “second order zone” (ibid).
In literacy studies, Fingeret (1983) talks about two types o f relationships in the
social networks of a group of illiterate adults: ‘interdependent’, meaning that
individuals both contribute to and get support from their networks, and ‘dependent’,
referring to those who cannot help others with literacy but always get help from the
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networks. Barton and Hamilton (1998) focus on different functions that social networks
can fulfil in literacy activities, such as ‘getting things done in g r o u p s ‘finding out
information’, ‘providing mutual support’ (p. 16).

Figure 2.3 social networks (developed from Boissevain 1978)

They also argue that besides the positive effects o f networks on individuals,
networks can also be ‘oppressive, disruptive or resistant to individuals’ needs for
change’ (ibid). For example, their study of community literacy shows that people’s wish
to return to education may be resisted by family members, or by a circle o f friends.
Lillis (2001) illustrates hostile attitude of family members towards academic literacy
events at home (e.g. the husband of one of the informants turned the light off when he
saw his wife (a mature student in higher education) trying to do academic reading and
writing at home, and other family members wanted her to spend time with them at home
instead of doing reading and writing on her own). Thus, a network o f social relations
inevitably involves issues to do with power, roles and identity. In my study, I have
therefore chosen to explore both supportive and non-supportive relations among the
social networks, as both may make a difference in people’s literacy practice. In addition,
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I have not restricted the investigation in the first order zone (i.e. networks by direct
contact) only, but have also considered both direct and indirect relations in the network
which may play a role in people’s literacy practices.

2.3.5 Ruling Passions—the Emotional Dimension in Literacy Practices
Literacy events and practices involve an emotional aspect, as has been shown by
various researchers. For instance, Horsman (Horsman, 1994, , 2000), in her teaching
and research of adult literacy, finds that many female adult learners o f literacy associate
literacy learning as a trigger for memories of failure o f literacy learning in childhood,
and for memories of violence at home and school as a child. She also points out that
“literacy learning may be the first return to a school-like situation for many learners,
and that, in itself, may be terrifying and lead to panic” (Horsman 2000:5). Rockhill
shows the strong desire on the part of women to learn to be more literate or to return to
education in order for change of their current lives, and the threat that their changes
bring to men as well as the threat from the new situations to the women themselves
(Rockhill, 1993). Besnier’s (Besnier, 1993, , 1995) study indicates that letters (or
written texts in a broader sense) can be “heavily affective”, conveying emotions such as
“love, empathy, compassion, happiness, unhappiness”, etc. (1993:72-73). Barton and
Hamilton (1998) find in their study that “the opening o f mail in the mornings can be
experienced as threatening as people deal with bills; other letters, in the form o f love
letters and consumer catalogues, can also embody dreams, fantasy and desire” (p. 18).
They also identify other strong feelings people have about literacy: “disapproval,
triumph, control or mastery, stigma, fear” (ibid). They used the term “ruling passions”
to refer to people’s strong feelings toward literacy, or strong feelings that people
associate with literacy (e.g. things, feelings, emotions, etc. that drive people to do
reading and/or writing, and that people keep mentioning while talking about literacy).
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Drawing upon Barton and Hamilton’s notion o f ruling passions, Baynham (2001)
demonstrates the powerful role the passions for geology and weather has made the
subject enthusiastic about “reading the weather, reading the media text o f the weather
report, reading and recording the rainfall” (Baynham, 2001:311).
I have felt it important to make use of the concept o f “ruling passions” in my study
o f Chinese students’ academic reading as I believe that their academic literacy
experiences will inevitably involve an emotional dimension, which should not be
overlooked in a study o f literacy. For instance, a long reading list may appear daunting
to them, hence may make them panic even before they start reading. By the use o f the
concept o f ruling passions, thus, I will be able to refer to students’ strong feelings
toward literacy in general and toward academic literacy in particular, their feelings and
emotions while talking about literacy experiences, and the feelings and emotions they
experience while doing academic reading and writing. In short, this concept will enable
me to include instances in the students’ academic reading practices that involve some
kind o f emotions and feelings and try to see what effect they have on students’ academic
reading.

2.3.6 Community
There are two commonly used senses of ‘community’ in NLS. One is defined in
“geographic terms”: e.g. Street’s (1984, 1993, 1995) study o f literacy practices in an
Iranian mountain village, Heath’s (1983) study o f three communities in Carolina US,
Barton and Hamilton’s (1998) study of a working class community in Lancaster UK all
refer to community in this sense. Although I have used the term ‘geographic’ to
characterize the sense o f ‘community’, in fact, the meaning also carries with it the
notion of ‘settledness’, i.e. of a community rooted over an extensive period o f time in a
particular location. The other meaning often has the sense o f ‘discourse community’,
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which, as Barton puts it, is defined by “having a set o f common interests, values and
purposes. ... members have agreed common knowledge ... common ways o f using
language ... common ways of acting in relation to knowledge” (1994:57). Ivanic points
out that there is the more abstract element in this term, relating to “the context of culture,
the socio-historically produced norms and conventions o f a particular group o f people”,
and the more concrete element, relating to “the identities, values and practices o f real
individuals”, both of which need to be borne in mind (1997:78).
However, for the purpose of my study, I find neither definition quite suitable. The
focus o f the study is on a group of Chinese postgraduate students in a UK university;
hence they do not seem to fit the first definition o f community in geographic terms.
Also, in a sense, this group of students are new-comers to an academic discourse
community, who may not have the same shared knowledge as other members.
Therefore, the second definition does not seem helpful, either. Instead, therefore, I will
argue that the use o f the term ‘community’ as in the Activity Theory is more useful for
my study, and this concept will therefore be discussed within the next main part o f this
chapter.

2.3.7 Summary
In section 2.3 above, I have illustrated how the basic working concepts o f NLS can
help me conceptualize academic reading as social practices, and establish a framework
o f analyzing academic reading with essential aspects that need to be considered in a
social view of literacy.
The focus of my study is to investigate Chinese postgraduate students’ academic
reading practices in relation to their written assignments. The whole process o f reading
for the purpose of writing an assignment lasts over a period o f time ranging from a few
days to a few weeks, involving a series of inter-related literacy events. In order to keep
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in mind all the relevant aspects o f literacy practices involved (such as events, practices,
context, histories, networks, ruling passions, community, etc.) at the same time as the
analysis of the whole reading process, a more concrete framework is needed, in order to
weave different aspects into one picture and to explore contributing factors o f the
literacy practices. Thus, in the following, it will be argued that “Activity Theory” (see
Engestrom 1987, 1990, 1999; Blackler et. al. 1999, 1999a, 2000 amongst others) can
serve such a purpose. In the next section, I will therefore explicate the compatibility of
the NLS and Activity Theory (AT) frameworks, the basic arguments o f the AT and the
main analytical tool involved—the “activity system” (AS). I will also discuss
advantages and suitability of AT for my study.

2.4 A ctivity Theory (AT) Approach to the Study o f Literacy Practices
2.4.1 Common Theoretical Root of NLS and AT
NLS and AT both share a common theoretical ground, i.e. the Vygotskian
cultural-historical school of psychology, which, in turn, finds its root in Marx and
Engels’ works (Karl Marx & Engels, 1975). It is widely acknowledged that AT has its
most central concept of ‘activity’ developed out o f M arx’s theses on Feuerbach (Marx
and Engels, 1975); and that the main analytical tool for the AT— the activity system
(AS), and the claims about the social origin of human mind, all owe debts to Marx (see
for example Bourdieu, 1977; Engestrom, Miettinen, & Punamaki, 1999; Scribner &
Cole, 1981; Wertsch, 1985). I will provide a detailed discussion o f AT later. However,
the connection between the NLS and Marxist theories is far less visible and well-known,
but nevertheless exists. Scribner and Cole’s (1981) study o f literacy uses by Vai people
in Africa, one of the early works that set the cornerstone for the development o f NLS
and the work that first brought forward the concept o f ‘practice’ in literacy studies, drew
heavily on M arx’s works and Vygotskian school o f psychology for the research design
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and interpretation o f data. Inspired by Marx and Engels’ statement about
human-environment interaction— that man (sic) transforms physical nature in labour
activity with the use of tools, and in the process o f tool use, he transforms his own
nature— Vygotsky argues that the concept o f “tool” includes cultural tools such as
language, writing, number system, etc. and such tools are “products o f specific
conditions o f social development” and have significant consequences for the
transformation of intellectual processes (Vygotsky, 1978:38-39). In this way, Vygotsky
establishes a link between society and mind, which helps the investigation o f the social
origin of human thought. Based on this theorization, Scribner and Cole propose a
“practice account of literacy” to understand how “socially organized activities may
come to have consequences for human thought” (1981:23 5). Their notion o f practice is
derived from Marx and Engels’ concept of tool-mediated activity mentioned above,
which refers to “a recurrent, goal-directed sequence o f activities using a particular
technology and particular systems of knowledge” (ibid:236). Guided by this concept,
they approached literacy as
a set o f socially organized practices which make use o f a symbol system and a technology for
producing and disseminating it ... instead o f focusing exclusively on the technology o f a
writing system and its reputed consequences (“alphabetic literacy fosters abstraction,” for
exam ple)... The nature o f these practices ... will determine the kinds o f skills (“consequences”)
associated with literacy (Scribner & Cole, 1981:236).

Barton (1994) also refers to Vygotsky (1978) while exploring the roots o f literacy,
drawing mainly upon his theory of learning through interaction with more
knowledgeable people in social activities. Accordingly, Barton (1994) argues that
“literacy is embedded in the oral language and the social interaction o f the child’s
surroundings ... first experienced by the child as social activities, for example between
the child and its care-givers. The child or adult (any person learning) gradually builds
upon existing knowledge and abilities, which become transformed by the new learning”
(p. 130-134). Barton further points out the importance of studying the situations where
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literacy learning takes place, i.e. the events and activities o f literacy learning and uses,
and the importance o f examining past experience o f literacy learning and uses in
literacy studies.
Gee (2000,2000a) recognizes a number of areas in a variety o f disciplines that have
undergone a shift o f their focus from “individual behaviour and individual mind toward
a focus on social and cultural interaction” (Gee, 2000:180), among which NLS and AT
are included. Although he says that disagreements exist among these schools of
thoughts, he also takes the view that they seem to share the argument that “knowledge
and meaning are seen as emerging from social practices or activities in which people,
environments, tools, technologies, objects, words, acts, and symbols are all linked to
each other and dynamically interact with and on each other” (ibid: 184). He further
points out that some o f these “formally discrete areas are beginning to converge” in the
study o f literacy (Gee 2000a: 195).
The discussion above, though brief, shows how the development o f NLS and its
basic tenets are connected to Vygotskian cultural-historical school o f psychology, thus
also illustrating the common ground for NLS and AT conceptual frameworks. The
concepts of literacy events, literacy practices, the emphasis on the embeddness of
literacy in its context o f uses, and on the importance of the literacy history, etc., seem to
be compatible with the basic notion of tool-mediated activity that is central to AT.
Therefore, there appears to be a prima facie case for integrating the two theories into
one study. Keating (2001) has made a successful attempt in this respect. She combines
the AT (Engestrom 1987, 1999), the theory o f community o f practice (Wenger 1998)
and the theory of critical discourse analysis (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 2000) in a
study of Portuguese women’s literacy experiences in London. The concept o f activity
helps her handle the tensions between “actual deeds and their semiotic representations”
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(Keating, 2001:197), and provides her with a way o f focusing both on “the individual’s
developing ways with literacy and the historical changes happening within the
Portuguese community (in London) as individuals participated in situated activities”
(ibid:200). In the following, I will first discuss the AT and AS, and then further explore
the potential advantages of the combination o f NLS and AT for my study.

2.4.2 Activity Theory and Activity System Model
2.4.2.1 Action and Activity
As was mentioned earlier, Activity Theory has its philosophical roots in classical
German philosophy, in the works of Marx and Engels, and in the Soviet Russian
cultural-historical school of psychology (Engestrom 1999). M arx’s concept o f labour
activity—man (the ‘subject’) by making and using tools (the ‘mediating instrument’)
produces useful objects (the ‘object’)— serves as the source for the conceptualization of
the term ‘activity’ in Activity Theory. Thus, Vygotsky based his triangular model o f the
mediated action on this concept, as is shown in figure 2.4 below.

Mediating tools
Text(s)

£>

Subject
Reader

Outcome
Understanding o f
the theory

Object
Basic concepts and issues o f a
theorv

Figure 2.4 triangular model o f mediated action (Engestrom 1999:30. developed
fromVygotskv. 1978)

The ‘subject’ is usually the human being—the active agency in any activity—which
can either be an individual or group(s) of individuals. The ‘object’ is generally what the
‘subject’ is working at. It can be a material object (e.g. a table that a carpenter is
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making), or an abstract concept (e.g. a theory that a student is trying to understand). “An
‘object’ is both something given and something projected or anticipated” (Engestrom,
1995:397). For example, students may be asked to read about a certain theory by a
certain person. The ‘object’ is partly given in the sense that the scope o f reading, or
sometimes even the exact texts are set aside by the tutors; and therefore students usually
have some idea of what they are going to read, but they do not know exactly what they
are going to work at. However, more importantly, the ‘object’ is constructed by the
‘subject’ and “gives shape and direction to activity” (ibid). In other words, even though
the students are reading the same text, the ‘object’ may not be the same and hence each
student reader may thus engage in a different reading activity. To use the earlier
example again, a reader o f an academic text may have, for example, (1) facts stated in a
text as the ‘object’; (2) issues identified by the author as the ‘object’; (3) the author’s
position in the debate o f key issues as the ‘object’; (4) the reader’s position in the debate
o f key issues as the ‘object’; and so on. In each case, the reader is engaged in a different
activity o f reading because s/he is working at a different ‘object’. Therefore, the ‘object’
is not static, nor the same for everyone; rather, it is the product o f the activity of the
‘subject’ and is only fixed when the activity comes to an end. As Leont’ev puts it, “the
object o f activity is twofold: first, in its independent existence as subordinating to itself
and transforming the activity of the subject; second, as an image o f the ‘object’, as a
product of its property of psychological reflection that is realized as an activity o f the
subject and cannot exist otherwise” (Leont'ev, 1978:52). What he tries to say is similar
to the view of Engestrom (1995) mentioned above: that the ‘object’ is disclosed at the
beginning o f the activity, directing and transforming the activity, yet at the same time,
the ‘object’ is a product of the activity of the ‘subject’, existing and being realized only
within and through the activity.
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Mediating tools not only include physical objects, but also culturally and
historically formed artefacts, such as signs, languages, etc., employed by the ‘subject’ in
order to work on the ‘object’. In the case of academic reading, mediating tools are
usually texts (both in print and in digital forms), talks and discussions about texts,
reading lists, lectures and lecture notes, and so on.
This triangular model of mediated actions seems to focus on individual actions, and
does not entail the idea of mediation by other human beings and social relations, though
such an idea is implied in Vygotsky’s theory (e.g. the role o f the more experienced
person(s) in the theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD)). As Engestrom
(1999) argues, focusing on the level of actions exclusively makes it difficult to account
for the “socially distributed or collective aspects o f ... purposeful human behaviour. ...
the notion of time tends to be reduced to relatively discrete slices, often described in
algorithmic terms with clear-cut beginnings and ends, dictated by given goals or tasks.
The continuous, self-reproducing, systemic, and longitudinal-historical aspects of
human functioning seem to escape most theories o f action” (Engestrom, 1999:22). In
answering to the inadequacy of the concept o f action, Leont’ev makes his major
contribution to the conceptualisation of ‘activity’ by formulating the three-level model
o f activity as follows, and spelling out the distinction between action and activity (1978,
1981).
Driving forces

Three levels

Activity

Correspondingly

Motive

Action

Goal

Operation

Instrumental conditions

He illustrates the distinction between action and activity by using the example o f a
primeval collective hunt:
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A beater, for example, taking part in a primeval collective hunt, was stimulated by a need for
food or perhaps, a need for clothing, which the skin o f the dead animal would meet for him. At
what, however, was his activity directly aimed? It may have been directed, for example, at
frightening a herd o f animals and sending them toward other hunters, hiding in ambush. That,
properly speaking, is what should be the result o f the activity o f this man. And the activity o f
this individual member o f the hunt ends with that. The rest is completed by the other members.
This result, i.e. the frightening o f game, etc., understandably does not in itself, and may not, lead
to satisfaction o f the beater’s need for food, or the skin o f the animal. What the processes o f his
activity were directed to did not, consequently, coincide with what stimulated them, i.e. did not
coincide with the motive o f his activity; the two were divided from one another in this instance.
Processes, the object and motive o f which do not coincide with one another, we shall call
“action”. We can say, for example, that the beater’s activity is the hunt, and the frightening o f
the game his action (1981:210).

According to Leont’ev, activity is driven by motive, and action by goal. Activity
involves a series of actions, each of which has a goal o f its own. One action alone
cannot fulfil the motive o f the activity; yet the achievement o f the goal o f each action is
necessary for the completion of the whole activity. The above example also shows that
the ‘subject’ of the activity can be multiple individuals or groups.
Take reading as an example again. A student needs to read in order to write an
assignment (motive). The process of looking at the reading list shall be considered as an
‘action’ because it alone could not enable the student to generate thoughts and words to
finish the assignment. The action of looking at the reading list is driven by the goal of
identifying appropriate texts to read. The ‘activity’ in this case is the whole process of
searching and reading academic texts in order to understand and to generate ideas,
which is driven by the motive of writing an assignment.

2A.2.2 Activity System (AS) Model
Although Leont’ev’s concept of activity as consisting o f goal-directed actions
constitutes a big step forward in the theorization o f Activity Theory, drawing attention
to activity as a whole rather than focusing exclusively on action, he does not provide
any specific model of analysis that captures the richness o f the object-oriented,
culturally, historically and socially mediated activity. To overcome the limitations o f the
Vygotsky’s triangular model of mediated action (figure 2.4 above), Engestrom expands
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it into a more complex model, one o f what he terms the “activity system” (see figure 2.5
below). This model adds three elements, i.e. ‘rule’, ‘community’ and ‘division of
labour’, to the triangular model showed in figure 2.4 above, which form the social basis
o f activity.
The following is a brief definition of the six components o f the AS in figure 2.5
below, using Wu’s adaptation of Rathbun (1999:19).
Subject: individual or sub-group whose agency is chosen as the point o f view in the
analysis
Object: tangible or intangible, what the activity is directed at and which is moulded
into the outcome
Mediating artefacts: physical or symbolic instruments/tools
Rule: the explicit and implicit regulations, norms and conventions that constrain
action
Community: multiple individuals and/or sub-groups sharing the same general object
D ivision o f labour: the horizontal division o f tasks between the members and the
vertical division o f power and status

(Wu, 2002:43)
Mediating artefacts:

Texts, lectures, library, Internet,

talks

Subject:
Student reader(s)

Object:

Outcome:

Basic concepts and
issues o f a theory

Oral presentations,
essays, and so on

Division of labour:
Rule:
Norms and
conventions o f
academic reading

Community:
Students and tutors

^Roles and responsibility
fo r tutors and students
and the pow er relations

Figure 2.5 Complex model of activity system (Engestrom 1999:311. Wavv lines are added bvBlackler et.al .
( 19993) to represent incoherencies within and between elements of the activity system.

To illustrate what this model means in concrete terms, I will use the example of
reading again. The ‘subject’ might be, for example student reader(s). The ‘object’
remains the same as in figure 2.4 above, i.e. attempting to uncover the basic concepts
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and issues o f a theory. ‘Mediating artefacts’ include lectures, handouts, conversations
with tutors or fellow students, academic texts, reading list, library, Internet resources,
etc. which may all have an effect on the reading. The ‘rule’ consists o f norms and
conventions o f academic reading in a UK university. The ‘community’ refers to the
group of students and tutors who have interest in the particular theory, or who are
required to leam/teach about the theory. ‘Division o f labour’ consists o f roles and
responsibilities assigned to and taken by tutors and students, and the power relations
within them. The ‘outcome’ of the reading activities may be an oral presentation, a
written essay, and so on.
The AS model provides me with a framework to explore academic reading as an
activity taking place within the activity system, and investigate the interacting factors
that contribute to the students’ reading practices and experiences as the activity unfolds.
In addition, the AS model can integrate the key arguments and concepts o f NLS
framework into its own constituent components. There are a number o f ways in which
the AS model is compatible with the NLS concepts. Firstly, the AS reflects the NLS’s
idea of emphasizing the embeddedness of literacy by situating the activity in its social
context. Secondly, the way in which “context” is theorized in AT, i.e. context as
consisting of ‘mediating artefacts’, ‘community’, ‘rule’, and ‘division o f labour’, is
compatible with the context in NLS’s theorization (see figure 2.2 above: Ivanic’s model
o f “literacy in context”, and 2.3.3.2 above for details o f context in NLS). Thirdly, the
notion of activity and the process of constructing the ‘object’ integrates the concept of
literacy events into the analysis, as we can view a series o f inter-related literacy events
as constituting the activity of academic reading. A comparison between figure 2.2 and
figure 2.5 above may help the points to be seen more clearly. In figure 2.2, the inner box
is a “literacy event” with a text (or texts) and the immediate physical settings and other
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person(s) involved in the same literacy event. In figure 2.5, the starting point is the
‘subject’— a person or a group o f people engaging in certain activity, academic reading
in my case; text(s) and the other physical settings become the ‘mediating artefacts’;
other people whose point of view is not chosen to construct the AS, yet who are also
involved in the academic reading activity, will be discussed under the category of
‘community’ in the AS. The two outer layers in figure 2.2, representing “conventions
for behaviour, ... conventions for language use, ... the configuration o f values, beliefs,
interests and power relations” as Ivanic puts it (1997:64), are covered under the
components of ‘rule’ and ‘division of labour’ in the AS.
The history aspect, which is much emphasized in the NLS, does not constitute one
o f the components in the AS. However, historicity is also considered as a key principle
o f Activity Theory, the implications of which “have been surprisingly little discussed, a
notable exception being Sylvia Scribner’s (1985) impressive article on Vygotsky’s uses
o f history” (Engestrom, 1999:25). As Vygotskian theory is often termed as
“sociohistorical” or “cultural-historical” theory, Vygotsky holds that “because socially
organized activities change in history, the human nature they produce is ... a changing
category... (P)sychological study of human nature (thought and behaviour) must
concern itself with the processes of formation of human nature ... need to search for
specifically human behaviour in history rather than biology” (Scribner, 1985:122-123).
Vygotsky attends to human mental development or cultural development taking place
on two levels—the level of general world history and the level o f individual history
(ibid: 125). Such arguments are also followed by the NLS theorization in the sense that
the study of current literacy practices must involve the study o f the history o f literacy
practices (see 2.3.3.2 above). As I am mainly concerned with the history on the
individual level, I will integrate the historical dimension into the component of
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‘subject’.
One aspect that appears to have been overlooked by researchers following the
Vygotskian tradition is the emotional dimension o f learning (Bazerman 2001, cited in
Blackler & Kennedy, 2004). The importance o f the emotional dimension in literacy
practices has been discussed earlier (see section 2.3.5 above). The role o f emotion and
affect in learning process has also been widely explored in literature on learning and
education (Cornu & Collins, 2004; Haynes, Ben-Avie, & Ensign, 2003; A. Jones &
Issroff, 2005; O'Neil & Spielberger, 1979; Rubin, Katznelson, & Perpignan, 2005). It is
sensible and possible to include the concept of ‘ruling passions’ from NLS while using
the AT framework, as Blackler and Kennedy (2004) have demonstrated successfully by
including an emotional dimension in their design and evaluation o f a development
programme for chief executives in public sector, which was informed by an Activity
Theory approach to learning. I will again integrate ‘ruling passions’ into the ‘subject’
component.
Having now discussed the compatibility o f the AT and NLS frameworks, I will
further elaborate what I see as the advantages o f using AS model in my study in the
following part.

2.4.2.3 Advantages o f the AS Model and its Suitability for My Study
This complex model of AS (see figure 2.5 above) draws our attention to the social
contexts in which the activity is situated, and the possible relationships, i.e. the
interaction and contradiction, between each of the pairs o f elements o f the AS, which
may play important roles in the process of activity, thus helping us understand what
Vygotsky’s triangular model of mediated action (figure 2.4 above) is not able to account
for. Blackler et. al. (1999, 1999a, 2000)’s interpretation o f the AS model further
clarifies the ways in which relationships can be analysed in an AS, as I will discuss in
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the following part.
Blackler et. al. (1999a), in their organizational studies, elaborate on the ways in
which the AS can help interpret relationships, arguing that this model o f activity system
is a way of “representing the relationships between personal knowledge and the cultural
infrastructure of knowledge, and between individual actions and the broader pattern o f
activities of which they are a part” (p.6-7). Blackler et. al. (2000) view the AS model
(see figure 2.5 above) as consisting of two triangles: the inner inverted triangle of
‘subject’, ‘object’ and ‘community’ that represents “relationships between individuals,
their work colleagues, and the activity in which they are jointly engaged”, and the outer
triangle of ‘mediating artefacts’, ‘rule’ and ‘division of labour’ that represents “factors
that mediate these relationships” (Blackler, Crump, & McDonald, 1999a:7). They term
the outer triangle as “the infrastructure of knowledge” (Blackler, Crump, & McDonald,
1999:208)— “material, mental, social and cultural resources for thought and action”
(Blackler, Crump, & McDonald, 2000:281). They argue that the relations between each
two components of the inner triangle are mediated by the component o f the outer
triangle that is between them. For instance: “the relations between individuals and the
‘object’ of their activity are mediated by concepts and technologies (mediating
artefacts), the relationships between the community and the overall ‘object’ o f its
activity are mediated by its division of labour, the relations between individuals and the
communities of which they are a part are mediated by rules and procedures” (Blackler,
Crump, & McDonald, 2000:281). They also point out that “Activity Theory interprets
practice as activity, explores the links between event and context ... Activity theory
features the intimate relations between the factors that mediate activity and the activities
themselves” (Blackler et al. 2000:278, 297). Based on their interpretation o f the AS
model, I would argue that one of the most important advantages o f the AS model lies in
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its power o f exploring the relationships between the components during the process o f
activity. In my analysis, I will not restrict the discussion o f relationships to the
mediating relations that Blackler et. al. (2000:281) list above7. For example, while
examining the relationship between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’, I will not only
consider the ‘rule’ as a mediating factor, but also include ‘division o f labour’ as a factor
that may have effect on the relation between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’. A further
point worth mentioning here is that the AS model visualizes the relationships, including
the interactions and contradictions between the components through a triangular
diagram as is shown in figure 2.5, which the NLS framework does not specify
explicitly.
Another strength of AT is that the activity is analysed from two perspectives in the
AS. As Engestrom puts it,
Activity system as a unit o f analysis calls for complementarity o f the system view and the
subject’s view. The analyst constructs the activity system as if looking at it from above. At the
same time, the analyst must select a subject, a member (or better yet, multiple different members)
o f the local activity, through whose eyes and interpretations the activity is constructed. This
dialectic between the systemic and subjective-partisan views brings the researcher into a
dialogical relationship with the local activity under investigation. The study o f an activity
system becom es a collective, multivoiced construction o f its past, present, and future zones o f
proximal development.

((Engestrom, 1987)cited in Engestrom and Miettinen

1999:10)
In other words, the AS model enables a researcher to attend to the particulars o f a local
activity from the ‘subject’ point of view— an insider’s view, as well as keep a
comprehensive picture of the related factors around the activity—an outsider’s view
from above the whole system. By choosing different participants in the same activity as
the ‘subject’, the researcher can also gain insight from different insider perspectives
about the same activity. In my analysis, I will first examine the process o f reading
activities from the ‘subject’ point of view to see how the ‘object’ is being constructed;

7 I.e. “the relations betw een individuals and the ‘o b ject’ o f their activity are m ediated by con cep ts and tech n ologies
(m ed iatin g artefacts), the relationships betw een the com m u n ity and the overall ‘o b je ct’ o f its activity are m ediated by
its d iv isio n o f labour, the relations b etw een individuals and the com m u n ities o f w h ich th ey are a part are m ediated by
rules and p rocedures”.
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and then look at the relationships between the components and between the past and
current AS to see what contributes to the reading practices o f the ‘subject’ from an
outsider’s point o f view.

2.4.3 Summary
In this section, I have introduced the AT and AS model, discussed the compatibility
o f the AT framework with the NLS framework, and illustrated the advantages o f the AS
model in my study o f academic reading. In short, the AS model can incorporate all the
key concepts o f NLS, and the diagram o f the AS model (figure 2.5 above) helps me
visually keep track o f the factors that mediate the reading practices in the particular
situation that I am going to study.
There seem to be very few (only three as far as I have been able to determine)
reported studies o f reading using AT. Bomer (2003) studies the reading and writing
workshops in a multi-age primary classroom in the USA. She used the Vygotskian
framework to analyse the tools used in the classroom and found that even material
objects without language in them can help children learn to do new things. The reading
and writing workshops were viewed as an activity system, and her main focus was the
nature and functions o f the mediating tools. Johnson (2003) reports a study into the
assessment o f children’s LI literacy development in Bangladesh. Arguing that
conventional assessment o f reading and writing cannot fully capture children’s potential
o f meaning making and communicating in reading and writing activities, Johnson and
his colleagues proposed an alternative way o f assessing reading, by putting students
into a reading activity with fellow students and examining the students’ use o f tools
(including non-linguistic tools), and the positioning o f themselves in relation to other
students and the task in the course o f meaning making from the story that they were
reading. Johnson concludes that the target o f assessment should and can possibly be
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broadened to include not only the outcomes, but also the action and artefact-mediated
literacy learning process. Guikema (2004) applies AS to her study o f intermediate-level
learners o f French. By examining learners’ motives, choices, goals and strategies in
reading and reflecting on foreign language texts, the study illustrates the influential role
o f the personal history, and the complexities o f goal and strategy formation and
modification, thus showing the nature o f learner agency and awareness in literacy
development. All three studies reviewed above are more concerned with the literacy
learning process than the actual uses o f literacy in real life situation; the first two studies
(Bomer, 2003; D. Johnson, 2003) deal with the LI literacy learning and only the third
study (Guikema, 2004) is concerned with L2 literacy. The current study, instead,
explores the literacy practices that are actually taking place in the subject’s everyday
life. By examining the interactions and contradictions between and within the
constituent components of the AS, I am attempting to account for why the literacy
practices are the way they are, which includes an examination o f literacy development
in both LI and L2. Moreover, this study commits itself to the area o f L2 literacy
practices, which does not seem to have received much attention from researchers in
NLS tradition. Therefore, through this study, I am applying the AT, which seems to
yield promising new insights into literacy studies judging by the three studies reviewed
above, together with the NLS framework, to the area o f L2 academic reading, with a
hope to reach a better understanding o f Chinese students’ academic reading practices in
the settings under investigation.

2.5 C onclusion
This chapter has endeavoured to build a case for adopting the NLS theorization of
literacy over the ‘autonomous model of literacy’ that is more prevalent in the area of
education and reading research over years, and has illustrated how NLS theories can be
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applied to the study o f academic reading. I have also argued for the possibility and
necessity o f combining the NLS and AT frameworks in order for more productive and
constructive findings from the current study. Through a discussion o f the main
arguments of AT and the AS model developed by Engestrom (Engestrom, 1990,1999),
I have attempted to demonstrate the compatibility o f the two theories, i.e. NLS and AT,
and the advantages o f combining the two of them for the potential new light that can be
shed on the area of reading research.
In the next chapter, I will further elaborate the use o f this theoretical framework in
my data analysis, as well as explain the design and methodology o f the current study.
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Chapter Three Methodology
3.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I will explain the general research approach in terms o f the
ontological and epistemological positions that I am taking for the current study in
relation to the theoretical framework that I have established in the previous chapter. I
will then document the process of research design and conduct, including sampling,
methods of data collection, and methods of data analysis.

3.2 Research Approach— O ntology and Epistem ology
3.2.1 Ontological Position
In my discussion of ontology, I will use Bhaskar’s categorization o f social reality
(1978, 1998). This consists of three domains of reality—the real, the actual and the
empirical. He argues that the world consists o f structures and mechanisms, i.e. the
domains of the real, which generate the phenomena that constitute the actual states and
happenings of the world or in other words the sequence of events, termed by him as the
domains of the actual, which in turn, may or may not be manifest to and empirically
identified by men or women— as thinkers, perceivers, agents— i.e., in the domains of
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empirical.

In

other
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words,

he

holds

that

“the

real”— structures

and

mechanisms1— exist independently of the actual patterns o f events, and events may
occur independently of experiences (Bhaskar, 1978 :13). For example, the existence of
higher education institutions provides us with a range o f possibilities o f events and
activities such as lectures, seminars, essay writing, academic reading, oral presentation,
examinations, etc. However, the institutions, with structures within them and wider
social structures, will not cease to exist even if the events are not taking place. Similarly,
events, i.e. “the actual”, may occur whether people can perceive them or not. Thus, the
events going on in the same seminar room are unlikely to be experienced in the same
way by different people present there. Therefore, “[structures and mechanisms ... are
real and distinct from the patterns o f events that they generate; just as events are real and
distinct from the experiences in which they are apprehended. Mechanisms, events and
experiences thus constitute three overlapping domains of reality, viz. the domains o f the
real, the actual and the em piricar (Bhaskar 1978:56, emphasis in the original).
For Bhaskar, “the real” constitutes a more fundamental domain o f reality than “the
actual”, and “the actual” more fundamental than “the empirical”. Human experience, i.e.
“the empirical”, only represents the part of the reality that is perceived by human beings.
And the understanding and explanation of “the empirical” can be achieved by reference
to more fundamental domains of reality, i.e. the events from which such experience is
extracted, and the structures and mechanisms that generate the events (Bhaskar 1978).
Bhaskar’s theory of ontology is also in harmony with the theoretical framework of
the current study, which makes it possible for me to adopt his ontological position, as
decisions about methodology are also inevitably guided by the theory o f ontology that
informs the study (Mason, 2002:179; Silverman, 2005:109). The theoretical

1 In so cia l sc ien ces, or more sp ecifically, in m y study, the “real” refers to the social structures, i.e. the rules and
co n v en tio n s, relations, cultural tools, etc. o f the research setting.
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framework— a combined NLS and AT approach to academic literacy studies, that has
been established in the preceding chapter—emphasizes the importance o f examining
the particular literacy events or activities in which people engage within the particular
contexts in which the events or activities are taking place in any literacy studies. Under
such a theoretical framework, the focus of my study from an ontological perspective is
Chinese postgraduate students’ experiences and social practices o f academic reading in
a UK university, which involve the examination o f the students’ past literacy
experiences and practices, concrete reading events or activities that the students carry
out as a form of the concrete realization of their reading practices, and the personal
feelings and emotions, the social relations, and rules within the research setting that
play a role in the students’ academic reading practices. In other words, to study practices
and experiences, I consider three levels o f the social reality to be relevant (see figure 3.1
below): firstly, I will concentrate on the person(s)— the Chinese postgraduate students
that the current study concerns, examining their history o f literacy learning and
practices, feelings and emotions involved in their academic reading practices and values
and meanings they attach to academic reading, corresponding to “the empirical”
domain in Bhaskar’s terminology. Secondly, I will look at the academic reading events
or activities in which the students engage, i.e. “the actual”. And thirdly, I will focus on
the relations and interactions between the subjects, i.e. the Chinese postgraduate
students in question, and the social institutional contexts, comprising the other members
o f the community, the rules and conventions o f the community, mediating artefacts
available, and so on—or in other words, the social structures and mechanisms— in order
to see the possible factors that contribute to the shaping o f the students’ academic
reading practices and experiences.
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Social structures

Practices
Experiences
Events

Person:
(emotion
feeling
history
value)

Activities

(relations)

Figure 3.1
Ontology: three levels o f social reality that w ill be investigated in the current study.

3.2.2 Epistemological Position
The preceding section on ontology has established the three domains or strata of
reality that this research is concerned with, i.e. the Chinese postgraduate students’
literacy experiences (the empirical), the literacy events they engaged in (the actual), and
the social structures in which the experiences and events are embedded and conditioned
(the real), with the latter domains or strata exceeding the former in terms o f the
ontological depth and providing possible explanations to the former (Bhaskar 1978,
1998). In this section on epistemology, what I need to establish is how these three
domains of reality can be knowable, the answer to which in turn leads to the choice of
research approach and methods of data collection.
In the stratum of ‘the empirical’, I am attempting to reveal and understand Chinese
postgraduate students’ academic reading experiences, as one o f the major aims o f this
study. It seems that a powerful and effective way o f gaining global knowledge about
human experiences is via narrative. As many scholars and researchers have pointed out,
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human experience can be tellingly revealed through accounts or stories told by the
individual(s) in question (R. Atkinson, 2001; Bruner, 1985; Carter, 1993; Clandinin &
Connelly, 1998; Mishler, 1986; Sarbin, 1986). For instance, Sarbin argues that “human
beings think, perceive, imagine, and make moral choices according to narrative
structures” (1986:8). Paley also holds that “none o f us are to be found in sets o f tasks or
lists o f attributes; we can be known only in the unfolding of our unique stories within
the context of everyday events” (1990: xii, cited in Carter 1993:5). And as
Gudmundsdottir puts it, “(the) narrative way of knowing ... is basic to the ways in
which human beings understand the world and communicate that understanding to
others” (Gudmundsdottir, 1991:207). Clandinin and Connelly express a similar view by
saying that “stories are the closest we can come to experience as we and others tell of
our experience. A story has a sense of being full, a sense of coming out of a personal and
social history. ... Experience, in this view, is the stories people live. People live stories,
and in telling of them reaffirm them, modify them, and create new ones” (1998:155).
Because of the strength of personal accounts and story telling mentioned above,
narratives have been considered as an increasingly important means o f inquiry in
various areas, such as anthropology (Bateson, 1994; Geertz, 1995), psychology
(Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998; Polkinghome, 1988; Riessman, 1993),
history (Carr, 1986; White, 1981), education (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995; Clandinin &
Connelly, 1996,, 1998,, 2000; Connelly & Clandinin, 1987,, 1988; Contreras E, 2000;
Elbaz, 1983; Golombek, 1998), language education (Jill Sinclair Bell, 1997; J. S. Bell,
2002; Berman & Slobin, 1994; Johnstone, 1996; Kanno, 2000; Pavlenko, 2002;
Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000), organization studies (Czamiawska, 2001), and literacy (J. S.
Bell, 1997a). In the area of academic reading, Mann (2000) has demonstrated the
importance of exploring students’ “lived experience” (p.300) o f academic reading
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through constructing stories from interviews in understanding the meanings o f reading
to the informants as students and as human beings. In the current study o f Chinese
postgraduate students’ academic reading practices, I have therefore also used narratives
constructed on the basis of in-depth interviews to explore the subjects’ past and current
experiences of reading.
Events and activities, as the second stratum o f reality, are usually studied through
ethnography in both the NLS and AT tradition (Barton, 1994; Barton & Hamilton, 1998;
Baynham, 2001; Blackler, Crump, & McDonald, 1999, 1999a, 2000; Blackler &
Kennedy, 2004; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984, 1993). Ethnographic research is based on
fieldwork, or in other words, the first-hand experience of a particular social or cultural
setting mainly (though not exclusively) through participant observation (P. Atkinson,
Coffey, Delamont, Lofland, & Lofland, 2001; Mason, 2002; Silverman, 2005).
Atkinson et. al. (2001) point out that although “observation and participation remain the
characteristic features of the ethnographic approach, [i]n many cases, fieldwork entails
the use o f other research methods too” such as interviewing, collecting textual and/or
visual materials, collecting and analysing oral history and life history materials,
narratives, etc. (p.4-5). Although neither observation nor participation is its central form
o f data collection, the current study can and should still be classified as taking an
ethnographic approach because firstly, it is conducted in the setting with which the
study is concerned; and secondly, the primary method of data collection, i.e. interview,
belongs to the category of ethnographic interviewing “in which researchers have
established respectful, on-going relationships with their interviewees, including enough
rapport for there to be a genuine exchanged o f views and enough time and openness ...
for the interviewees to explore purposefully with the researcher the meanings they place
on events in their worlds” (Heyl, 2001:369). Undoubtedly, it would have been desirable
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to also watch the subjects in my study visit the library, browse the Internet for
references, exchange email or discuss face to face with fellow students and tutors
concerning reading, read texts, etc. in addition to ethnographic interviewing. However,
considering the practical constraints such as that the students’ timetables were so full,
especially when the assignments deadlines approached, that they might only manage to
visit the library during the break of lecture sessions or group meetings, or to search the
references online and to read in the early hours o f the day, it was not easy or even
practically possible to arrange observations. And considering the characteristics o f
reading activities— i.e., much is going on in the reader’s head— it may also be advisable
to use more conventional method of reading research, the think-aloud protocol (Kamil,
Pearson, Barr, & Mosenthal, 2000). However, the reason for not using observation and
think-aloud protocol both lies in my reluctance o f intruding the subjects’ life and study
too much. They all had a full timetable for their one-year masters’ programmes, and
observation and think-aloud methods of data collection will inevitably disturb their
normal way o f reading and take more of their time.
As Spradley (1979) has once pointed out, “the essential core o f ethnography is this
concern with the meaning of actions and events to the people we seek to understand”
(Spradley, 1979:5). Thus, with my own experience as a master’s student at the same
university, living with and observing other students in the similar situation as the
particular subjects of the current study, I felt it was not impossible and even quite
sufficient to recapture the pictures of relevant events and activities in the subjects’ lives
through ethnographic interviews together with the help o f other materials such as notes
the students took while reading, written requirements for reading and writing,
observation of lecture sessions, and so on.
In the third stratum of reality, the social structures as the governing mechanisms of
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activities, as Bhaskar (1998) points out, “exist only in virtue o f the activities they
govern and cannot be empirically identified independently o f them” (Bhaskar,
1998 :38). To study the social structures, Bhaskar further argues that we need “a system
o f concepts designating the ‘point of contact’ between the human agency and social
structures” (ibid:40). Such a mediating system is conceptualized in his terms as “that of
the positions (places, functions, rules, tasks, duties, rights, etc.) occupied (filled,
assumed, enacted, etc.) by individuals, and o f the practices (activities, etc.) in which, in
virtue o f their occupancy of these positions (and vice versa), they engage” (ibid:40-41,
emphasis in the original). Bhaskar’s idea of such a mediating system, which has been
developed from M arx’s works (K. Marx, 1974, , 1975), echoes exactly the
conceptualization of the AS model, which stresses that the activities (the ‘subject’s’
working on the ‘object’) are conditioned and mediated by the other components (the
‘mediating artefacts’, ‘community’, ‘rule’, ‘division o f labour’) in the system; and at
the same time the social conditions and structures are either reproduced (revealed as
they are) or transformed (modified to some extent) as a result o f the activities
(Engestrom, 1987, 1999). Such a system helps us to investigate social relations, which
in turn help us understand the social structures in which the social explanations for
activities lie, as social structures “must always include or tacitly presuppose ... some or
other social relation” (Bhaskar 1998:41). Therefore, I will explore the relationships
between the components of the AS in seeking the social explanations for the academic
reading activities that the Chinese postgraduate students engaged with in my study, and
in so doing, reveal the nature of the social structures that mediated and conditioned the
activities.

3.3 Research Design
Having explained the ontological and epistemological stances underlying the study,
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in this section I will lay out the research questions that the current study sought to
answer, the sampling o f the subjects, the methods o f data collection, the design o f the
instruments for data collection, the procedure of the data collection, and finally the
methods of data analysis. Before doing this, it is also necessary to briefly mention the
pilot study that was carried out from March to July 2003, which laid the foundation for
many o f the decisions that I made regarding the design and conduct o f the main study.

3.3.1 Pilot Study
The main purpose of the pilot study was to get a ‘feel’ o f the field o f academic
literacy practices, with special concerns on reading, in the research site in question. In
so doing, in other words, I was trying to identify a possible focus o f the proposed main
study, and possible research methods for it.
I chose to focus on a group of Chinese postgraduate students studying at Lancaster
University as the subjects for my research, because as an English language teacher at a
Chinese university, I felt I had the relevant background knowledge to enable me to
better understand Chinese students than students from other countries. Also, I chose to
focus on postgraduates rather than undergraduates because the former constitute the
major proportion of Chinese students studying at Lancaster University (both in terms of
the actual number and the percentage in relation to the whole student population
according to the statistics from Student Registry office o f Lancaster University). Such
students all got their first degree in China before coming to the UK. Thus, I felt that
their experience of academic reading in Chinese, and English language learning at
Chinese universities may enable me to find out whether and to what extent these factors
matter in their academic reading in English. The subjects were selected in consultation
with other postgraduate students in the Department o f Linguistics and English
Language (LAEL), who also provided me with a number o f contacts whose
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characteristics match my subject profile. I had intended to include master students from
management, social sciences, and sciences programmes. However, given the small
number o f Chinese students doing sciences programmes, and the limited time for the
2

•

p ilo t, I was not able to find a science student for the pilot study. The details for the five
subjects are as shown in Table. 3.1 below:
Subject

Gender

First degree

Y

F

Marketing

F

F

6

Q

M

International
Business
English

J

F

Accounting

0

D

F

Accounting

1

No. of years
of work
experience
2

5

Area o f work
experience

Lancaster degree
programme

Marketing in
tourism
Business

MA. in Tourism
and Leisure
MSc in
Management
MSc in
Management
PhD in
Accounting
MSc in Finance

Language
teaching
N/A
Stocks and
securities

Table 3.1 Details o f pilot study subjects

I started my pilot study research with an initial focus on the difficulties that my
subjects— Chinese postgraduate students at Lancaster University—might experience in
reading while they studied at a UK university, and factors that contributed to the
formation of those difficulties. However, after the first interview with one o f the
subjects, I thought it would be better not to presuppose the existence o f difficulty, or at
least not to put too much emphasis on the difficulties in the first place, since to do so
would be to adopt a ‘deficit-oriented’ perspective. Thus, I shifted the focus to
investigating reading practices in general, trying to explore how and why the students’
reading practices had developed into their current forms.
There were two stages in the pilot study: first, an initial set o f interviews aimed to
eliciting more general information, e.g. family background, learning experience of
Chinese and English, experiences of reading in Chinese and English before and after

2 D u e to the fact that the researcher w as approaching the end o f her pregnancy.
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coming to the UK, and differences between their reading experiences in China and UK
(see appendix 25 for detailed information), and second, a further round o f interviews,
comprising more concrete and detailed questions about the subjects’ reading
experiences in the UK in contrast to in China (see appendix 26). The interviews were all
conducted in Chinese, audio recorded, and transcribed into Chinese. The transcriptions
that were quoted in the analysis of the pilot study were translated verbatim into English.
The subjects’ reading experiences were organized into narratives; the subjects’
academic reading practices were then analyzed in the activity system model: the
features of the activity system of a Chinese university and that o f a UK university had
been compared, and the internal conflicts of the activity system had been explored to
reveal the development o f the subjects’ reading practices. The pilot interviews formed
the basis on which the interview plans for the main study were formulated.
Judging by the analysis of the pilot data that has been done by drawing upon
theories of NLS and AT, it seemed more practical and productive to narrow the focus of
my study down to one type of literacy practice— reading for the purpose o f writing
assignments. The reasons for this decision were: firstly, as was shown in the pilot data,
this type of practice was considered as the most significant among their reading tasks
according to most subjects; secondly, it entails some key elements o f other types of
reading practices (e.g. reading before attending a lecture/seminar, reading for
presentation); thirdly, as students usually have more than one occasion when they need
to write an assignment during the course of most masters’ programmes (in contrast to
the writing o f the dissertation toward the end of their study), I felt it was possible for me
to see the development of the subjects’ reading practices in the activity system in
question.
The pilot analysis also showed that in order to apply the Activity Theory more
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effectively, it was essential to define appropriately the activity system in which I would
study the subjects’ reading practices. It also appeared reasonable to focus on two
masters’ programmes in two different departments, and look at two subjects from each
programme (three or four subjects were selected in each programme in order to make
sure there were two subjects remaining in the study). In so doing, I was attempting to
investigate Chinese students’ reading practices for the purpose o f writing assignments
in two activity systems (i.e. two masters’ programmes) from two subjects’ perspectives.
Potential advantages of doing this were felt to be: firstly, focusing on fewer activity
systems might allow me to make fuller exploration o f each activity system in question,
instead o f touching on a lot of systems only superficially, and similarly, focusing on two
subjects in each activity system was felt to allow more detailed study o f each individual;
secondly, looking at two systems instead of one might enable me to get a better picture
o f the ways in which students’ reading practices may be similar or different in different
activity systems; thirdly, by choosing two masters’ programmes in two departments
instead o f in the same departments, it might be more likely to reveal differences
between activity systems at the departmental level; finally, having (at least) two
subjects from each AS allowed me to examine the reading practices from (at least) two
different perspectives.

3.3.2 Research Questions
The overall purpose of the study was to attempt to produce a comprehensive picture
o f Chinese postgraduate students’ academic reading experiences in a UK higher
education situation (with Lancaster University as an exemplar), unfolding the details of
students’ day to day practice of academic reading and their experiences o f reading while
doing assignments, the implicit rules of the current activity system and the implicit
expectations from tutors regarding students’ reading and writing, and the overt and
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hidden conflicts between the students and other components o f the activity system. As a
result o f this study, I have also had it in mind to draw pedagogical implications for L2
literacy

teaching

and

academic

subject

teaching

to

Chinese

students

in

English-speaking countries, and to examine the appropriateness and potential o f the
conceptual tools—NLS and AT— in the area o f L2 reading research and teaching.
The main research questions (RQ) my study involved were as follows:
1.

What were the main reading practices of the subjects before they came to the UK?

This question was aimed to reveal the subjects’ literacy history prior to their study in the
UK, which is an indispensable element contributing to the understanding o f their
current literacy practices in the UK university setting.
2.

What aspects in the context (in terms o f the activity system model) have played
what role in the shaping of the subjects’ reading practices prior to their arrival in the
UK?

The second RQ intended to account for the subjects’ literacy history from the
perspective of Activity Theory. Together with the first RQ, these two questions
attempted to form the basis on which the comparison between the past and the current
activity systems could be made in order to identify possible roles o f the subjects’
literacy history in their literacy experiences in the UK.
3.

What are the main kinds of academic reading practices which the students
experience in a UK university setting?

This question was deigned to explore the subjects’ academic reading practices in
general in their current settings with a view to constructing the activity system o f the
two masters’ programmes.
4.

What are the features of the activity system o f a m aster’s programme in a UK
university in comparison with and in contrast to the activity system that the subjects
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used to belong to in China?
RQ 4 was aimed to identify the characteristics o f each o f the components in the activity
systems in which the subjects were currently participating, and to make comparison and
contrast with the activity systems that the subjects used to belong to before they came to
the UK. The answer to this RQ was essential for answering RQ 6 below.
5.

What literacy experiences did the subjects actually have while reading for writing
assignments within the context of their current activity systems?

This RQ was designed to reveal a detailed picture o f the subjects’ academic reading
experiences while writing assignments, including aspects such as how and why they
chose to write a certain topic, to read certain materials and to use them in certain ways
into their writing; how they felt about their decisions and performances; how they
viewed the importance of academic studies in their life and future, etc.
6.

What factors appear to have led to the subjects having such experiences?

This last RQ was aimed to explore the contributing influences that played a role in the
subjects’ academic reading experiences, by taking into account the answers to the first
four RQs, and by studying the interactions and interrelationships between the
components of the activity systems of the masters’ programmes.
In what follows, thus, the details of the research methodology that was used in order
to obtain data that might answer these questions are described.

3.3.3 The Subjects3
As was mentioned at the end of 3.3.1 above, on the basis o f the pilot study, it
appeared theoretically reasonable and practically feasible to focus on two masters’
programmes in the main study instead of one programme or more than two programmes.

3 To m ake d istin ction betw een the “subject” as the student participant in m y study, and the “su b ject” as the
com p onent o f the activity system , from this point onwards, I w ill use ‘su b ject’ (in inverted com m as) to refer to the
com p onent o f A S. T h is also applies to all other com p onents o f the A S.
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Due to the qualitative nature of the main study, in order to achieve the level o f detail and
depth o f the analysis needed, it was not felt advisable to try to focus on too many
programmes; whereas on the other hand, to study only one programme was felt to run
the risk of producing too narrow a picture.
As the main purpose of the main study was to throw light on the academic reading
experiences o f Chinese postgraduate students in UK university setting, in order to
increase understanding by subject tutors and EAP tutors, it was felt to be sensible to
study those programmes which attracted a relatively large number o f Chinese students.
The MSc. in Management programme was selected as one o f the masters’ programmes
because it had more Chinese students than any other masters’ programmes in Lancaster
University. Moreover, this programme is a Management school programme, which does
not belong to any one department, but is team taught by staff from different departments
in the school. In other words, this programme touches upon all areas in Management by
offering students one module in each relevant area of Management. As a result, students
in the MSc. in Management programme study at lease one module, whose reading and
writing requirements may be similar to the students from the department which offers
that particular module; and through the study of the students in MSc. in Management
programme, one may get some rough idea of the reading and writing requirements for
other masters’ programmes in the Management school. That was also the reason why I
did not choose other programmes in Management School that outnumbered the MA. in
Education programme in terms of Chinese students. I chose the MA. in Education
programme because firstly, it had the largest group o f Chinese students outside the
Management School; secondly, I found that it could form a better contrast to the MSc. in
Management programme compared to other programmes in Management School in
terms of the reading and writing requirements. The masters’ programmes in the “hard”
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sciences were not considered in this study because o f the relatively small number o f
Chinese students recruited, which on the one hand, may make it difficult to find suitable
subjects for my purpose, and on the other, may make the study less beneficial and
informative because the programmes that were studied did not involve many Chinese
students.
In each master’s programme, I focused on the reading for writing assignments of
two modules which were taught in the first term: modules “Teaching, Learning and
Assessment”, and “Introduction to Educational Research” in MA. in Education
programme were chosen because they were the only two core modules in the first term
besides the study skills core module. For MSc. in Management programme, modules
“Learning to Manage” and “Economics for Managers” were chosen considering the
contrasting nature of the reading and writing requirements: the former mainly involved
reading of management theories and their application in the daily practice in the
management world; the latter involved reading o f mathematical analysis, statistical
interpretations, mathematical models, and the like.
As was mentioned at the beginning of section 3.3.1 above, Chinese students doing
masters programmes in the UK were the primary subjects. I decided to focus on the
postgraduate level instead of the undergraduate level because the proportion of Chinese
students in the whole student population was higher at the postgraduate level than the
undergraduate level. In addition, I only chose those students who had obtained their first
degree in China before they came to the UK, so that their experiences o f academic
reading in Chinese (and English in some cases) and English language learning at
Chinese universities may enable me to find out whether and to what extent these factors
matter in their academic reading in English in the UK higher education system. Another
reason for focusing on the master’s level is that my own experience as a master’s

Chapter Three: M ethodology

-76-

student in the research setting has allowed me the opportunity to position myself as an
insider as well an outsider in my research. My experience may also help establish trust
and good rapport between the researcher and the subjects, which is essential for the kind
o f in-depth and continuous ethnographic interviewing that this research is applying (J.
M. Johnson, 2001). However, the way in which this research was designed did not seem
able to show the extent to which the difference between the reading requirements at the
undergraduate and postgraduate levels might affect the Chinese students’ academic
reading practices in the UK. I am not denying that the difference in the reading
requirements o f the undergraduate and postgraduate studies may well have a role in the
subjects’ experiences of academic reading in the UK. To find out that, I need to conduct
a research similar to the current one in order to get a picture o f the students’ academic
reading practices in the Chinese postgraduate education. As my main focus is the
subjects’ reading practices in relation to the UK academic discourse community and due
to the limited space of this thesis, I felt it not practical to add a dimension o f the
undergraduate versus postgraduate comparison.
I also included some subject tutors who were involved in designing and/or teaching
the modules mentioned earlier, as well as tutors (conveners) for academic support
course as another data source in order to get first hand information on reading and
writing requirements for the modules that they taught, help that was or might be
available from the academic staff to the students concerning reading, and the feedback
on students’ assignments. In this way, I may also be able to cross-check some students’
data.
The following tables summarize basic information about the main study subjects
(*indicates the cases that are reported in the thesis):
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Name o f the
interviewee

Gender

First degree

E l*

F

BA in English Language and
Literature

E2*

F

E3

F

M l*
M2*

M

M3

F

MA. in Education

MSc. in Management

F

BA in History
BA in English Language and
Literature
BA in English for Technology
BA in English Language and
Literature
BA in Chinese Literature

Table 3.2: student interviewees

Name o f the m aster’s
programme

Tutor 1
Tutor 2
MA. in Education

Tutor 3
Tutor 4
Tutor 5
Tutor 6
Tutor 7

MSc in Management

Responsibility

Interviewee

Tutor 8
Tutor 9
Tutor 10

Lecturer o f the ‘Teaching, Learning and
Assessment’ module
Lecturer of the ‘Teaching, Learning and
Assessment’ module
Convener o f the ‘Introduction to
Educational Research’ module
Lecturer of the ‘Introduction to
Educational Research’ module
Convener of the ‘Study Skills Core
Module’
Lecturer of the ‘Learning to Manage’
module
Lecturer of the ‘Economics for Managers’
module
Lecturer o f the ‘Economics for Managers’
module
Seminar leader of the ‘Learning to
Manage’ module
Tutor of academic support course

Table 3.3: tutor interviewees

3.3.4 Methods of Data Collection
As has been pointed out in section 3.2 above, my study involved an ethnographic
approach and the primary method of data collection was ethnographic interviewing— a
series of in-depth interviews conducted on the spot of the research setting over a period
o f time, in and through which the interviewer and interviewees develop a relationship
that enables them to explore meanings the interviewees place on events and activities
(Heyl 2001). The interviews in this study were semi-structured (Mason, 2002;
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Oppenheim, 1992), where I planned a number o f topics to cover but also allowed room
for developing unexpected themes during the course o f interviewing. In addition to
interviews, observation and document collection were also used to collect information
complementary to the interview data. In this section, I will explain why and how the
three methods have been used in the current study. Table 3.4 below shows the
relationship between the research questions and the methods of data collection:
Research questions:
1.
2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Methods:

What were the main reading practices o f the subjects
before they came to the UK?
What aspects in the context (in terms of the activity Interview with students
system model) have played what role in the shaping o f
the subjects’ reading practices prior to their arrival in
the UK?
What are the main kinds of academic reading practices Interview with students;
which the students experience in a UK university
observation o f lectures;
setting?
collection o f students’
reading materials,
reading notes, etc.
What are the features of the activity system o f a Interview with students;
interview with tutors;
master’s programme in a UK university in comparison
observation o f lectures;
with and in contrast to the activity system that the
collection o f documents
subjects used to belong to in China?
such as
programme/course
handbook, lecture
handouts, reading lists,
writing task sheets, etc.
What literacy experiences did the subjects actually Interview with students;
collection o f students’
have while reading for writing assignments within the
reading materials,
context o f their current activity systems?
reading notes, writings,
etc.
What factors appear to have led to the subjects having Interview with students;
interview with tutors;
such experiences?
collection o f tutors’
feedback sheets and
written comments within
the students’ writings
Table 3.4: research questions and corresponding methods o f data collection
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3.3.4.1 Ethnographic Interviewing
Ethnographic interviewing was applied in this study to explore firstly the subjects’
past experience of learning their mother tongue and English, and o f learning to read in
these two languages, and their past literacy practices. The reason for covering this
aspect in the interview is due to the importance that the NLS and AT frameworks attach
to people’s literacy and education history in our understanding o f literacy. As was
argued in section 3.2.2 above, personal accounts or narratives are a powerful means of
studying experiences. And the open-ended, in-depth ethnographic interviewing appears
better at soliciting the kind of narratives from the subjects than methods such as
questionnaire. This interview was chronologically structured, intending to cover the
subjects’ learning of and reading in both mother tongue and English at four
stages—pre-schooling stage, primary school stage, secondary school stage, and tertiary
education stage, with questions tapping on their literacy practices both within and
without the educational settings at various stages (see appendix 1 for the detailed
interview plan and the relation between the RQs and the interview questions).
Secondly, for reasons outlined in section 3.2.2 above, ethnographic interviewing
was used to help the subjects’ recall and retell their current academic reading practices
and experiences in the research setting, particularly those related to the writing of
assignments. A series of interviews were designed to be conducted at different stages
during the subjects’ stay at Lancaster University: firstly at the beginning o f the first term
in order to find out the subjects’ general reading practices and academic reading
practices after their arrival in the UK; secondly during the first term while the students
were preparing and writing their assignments, to see their academic reading practices
and experiences for the purpose of writing particular assignments; thirdly after they
finished writing the assignments, to find out their self evaluation o f their reading and
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writing; and finally after they got the tutors’ feedback o f their writings, to see their
understanding o f the feedback, whether and to what extent they agreed with their tutors’
comments, lessons learned from the reading for and writing o f the assignments, how
they will approach other assignments and the final dissertation in the future and so on
(see appendices 1, 2 and 3 for the relation between the RQs and the interview questions
and the corresponding interview plans).
Thirdly, ethnographic interviewing was also used to explore the reading and writing
requirements from the tutors’ perspective and their comments on students’ writing. The
first set o f interviews intended to explore from the tutors’ point o f view, the reading and
writing requirements for the modules that they taught, their expectations o f students’
reading and writing, the choice of reading materials, the function o f lectures and reading
materials and the relationship between the two, and channels o f student-tutor
communication to help students with their reading and writing. Another set of
interviews was addressed to tutors of academic support courses in order to find out what
type o f support concerning academic reading and writing was available from such
courses. A third set of interviews was designed to explore tutors’ comments on students’
writing and reading after they finished marking the assignments (see appendices 4 and 5
for interview plans for subject tutors, and appendix 6 for the interview plan for the
tutors o f the study skills courses, and the relation between the RQs and the interview
questions).

3.3.4.2 Observation
Observation of lecture sessions and of students’ reading activities was carried out
because the rich picture of observations might provide important background
information for the design and interpretation of the interview data. Observation was
used in two ways in the current study. Firstly, it was used as a supplementary way, in
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addition to tutor interviews, of finding out how pre-reading materials were used in
relation to the lecture sessions. Therefore, the focus o f the observation was on the
settings o f the classroom, the seating arrangement, the lecturers’ presentation formats,
visual aids, occasions when the lecturers mentioned or used the pre-reading materials,
occasions when the lecturers or students asked questions, classroom activities (besides
lecturing) where the pre-readings or textbooks played a role, and so on. In this way, I
felt I would be able to better understand the lecturers during the interviews regarding
the relations between the readings and lectures as they could use the lecture sessions
that I observed to illustrate their points. Field notes were taken as the record o f the
observations. As the emphasis was not on the classroom interactions between the tutors
and students, I did not make audio recording during the observations.
Secondly, and less formally, systematically, and overtly, from time to time, I
observed other Chinese students (both undergraduate and postgraduate) known to me,
whom I happened to have a chance to see or stay with while reading, visiting the library,
searching references online, making notes, discussing readings with others, etc. to get
an idea of what kind of activities they usually engaged themselves in. Although I did not
directly observe the subjects involved in the study due to my reluctance o f taking up too
much o f the subjects’ precious time and of disturbing their normal life and study, and
although each student may have his/her unique characteristics in reading practices, it
was still felt worthwhile to observe other Chinese students in this way and use the
observations and my own experience as a postgraduate student to guide the interviews
in order to reconstruct the subjects’ the reading activities. It was reasoned that the
subjects were also likely to engage in the kind o f reading activities that many other
students find themselves doing.
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3.3.4.3 Document Collection
Certain written materials were collected during the course o f this study as a
supplementary data source, in order to serve various purposes: for instance, students’
writings, tutors’ feedback and comments can be used to help formulate interview
questions and elicit answers; notes and marks made by the students while reading can
help illustrate interview data with concrete examples; documents such as course
handbook, assignment guidelines, and so on, provided extra information concerning the
modules. The documents collected included module handbooks outlining the course
aim, content, assessment, reading and writing requirements; reading lists; assignment
guidelines; lecture handouts; copies of reading materials in which the students had
marked and made notes; notes taken by the students while reading (both for pre-reading
tasks and for the writing tasks of the two modules under investigation); students
writings for the two assignments in question; tutors’ comments and feedback on student
writings; and so on.

3.3.5 Research Procedure
In this section, I will document the whole process o f the planning, data collection,
and data analysis of the research.

3.3.5.1 Preparation before the Main Study
A pilot study was carried out from March to July 2003, by interviewing five Chinese
postgraduate students studying at Lancaster University twice regarding their literacy
experiences and practices both before and after their arrival in the UK, through which
the focus o f the main study has been narrowed down to the academic reading practices
and experiences for the purpose of writing academic assignments and the scope of
sampling has been clarified to be two (to three) Chinese students in each of the two
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masters’ programmes chosen as the two activity systems (see section 3.3.1, 3.3.2 and
3.3.3 above for details). The two masters’ programmes chosen for the main study were
identified by means o f examining the statistics o f the distribution o f Chinese students
population across different departments in Lancaster University over the past four years
(from academic year 2001-2002 till 2004-2005)— the MSc. in Management hosting the
largest group of Chinese students in all four academic years, and MA. in Education
hosting the largest group of Chinese students outside the Management School over the
last two academic years. Although programmes in Management School usually
outnumber programmes in other faculties and departments, in order to form potentially
better comparisons and contrasts in the two activity systems this study concerned with,
it seems more sensible to choose one programme within the Management School and
the other without (also see 3.3.3 above for reasons for the choice o f the programmes).

3.3.5.2 Recruitment of the Subjects
The main study was carried out during the academic year 2004-2005. After deciding
on the two masters’ programmes as the two activity systems for the study, I used my
social networks in recruiting subjects (Arksey & Knight, 1999; Biemacki & Waldorf,
1981; Weiss, 1995), i.e. seeking help among friends and colleagues to introduce their
friends in these two programmes who met the criteria of the subject in my study and
who would like to take part in it, with a hope that friends or friends o f friends may be
more cooperative during the course of research which may more likely ensure a smooth
progress o f the research.
Ideally, I would have liked to be able to recruit subjects who had studied a number
of different specialisms for their undergraduate degrees, because as the pilot study
showed, what the subjects specialized in for their undergraduate studies did play some
role in their reading in the UK university setting in question. With subjects from various
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undergraduate specialism backgrounds, it may be possible to see to what extent such
background influenced students reading. However, it turned out to be quite difficult to
do so, as the subjects that I first recruited in the MSc. in Management programme all
happened to have done their first degree in English language in China. I then, managed
to get help from their programme director to circulate an email among the whole group
o f Chinese students in this programme asking them about their first degree, hoping to
recruit subjects with other undergraduate subject background. The reply rate was very
low (about 5-8%), and among those few who replied, most of them studied English
language for their first degree. According to the subjects recruited (to the best o f their
knowledge), the majority o f their Chinese course mates also had a first degree in
English Language, with the exception of a couple o f students with science, engineering,
and other background. Fortunately, one of the Chinese students who replied to my email
had studied Chinese Language and Literature who also agreed to take part in my
research. The situation in the MA in Education programme was simpler: there were
twelve Chinese students in that programme and only one o f them did a first degree in
history (who agreed to attend the study) and the rest all hold a BA degree in English
Language. In the end, I managed to recruit one subject with a BA in History Education,
one with a BA in Chinese Language and Literature, one with a BA in English for
Computer Science, and three with BA in English Language and Literature (see the
summary o f the subjects in Table 3.2 in section 3.3.3 above). H alf o f the subjects had a
first degree in English Language and Literature, reflecting the fact that the majority of
the Chinese students in both programmes came from such a background. And I have
also tried to ensure some variety in terms of the subjects’ undergraduate specialisms.
As for the tutor interviewees, I contacted the tutors (the module conveners or
coordinators in the cases of team taught modules) of the relevant courses that this study
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concemed with (also including academic support course in both programmes) via email,
asking for an interview and possibility o f observing one o f the lecture sessions. It took
up to a few weeks time to get reply back from various tutors. Through the introduction
o f the conveners/coordinators, I contacted the other tutors in those modules asking for
permission for interviews and observations. By the time I got replies from all tutors, it
was sometimes impossible to observe their lectures because some o f them had already
finished teaching their share of the modules. When a module involved too many tutors
(e.g. up to 7 tutors), I waited till the students got their assignment marks back and then
contacted their markers, asking for interviews about their comments and the part of
teaching they did for the module. Most of the tutors were helpful and cooperative, but
there were also a couple of tutors who refused to be interviewed even after I tried to
persuade them several times, in which case I had to give up.

3.3.5.3 Data Collection
For each student subject, I interviewed them firstly about their past literacy
experiences and practices (for some subjects, this interview was scheduled during the
Christmas holiday due to their tight timetable in the first term); secondly about their
general literacy practices and academic literacy practices in the current situation; thirdly
about their experiences of reading for the purposes o f writing their first assignment;
fourthly about their self-perception of their reading and writing o f the first assignment;
fifthly about the tutors’ feedback on their writings, the lessons they learned from their
first experience, and their potential future practices. The third, fourth and fifth
interviews were repeated for the second assignments this study concerned with. During
the interviews, I normally rephrase or paraphrase the interviewees’ answers from time
to time in order to ensure the accuracy of my understanding o f the answers. As already
explained (see 3.3.4.1 above), I have prepared outlines of each interview, but during the
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interviews I also allowed the interviewees to talk about things that they felt worth
mentioning.
For tutor interviewees, firstly I interviewed them about the way they taught
particular modules that this research concerned with, the reading and writing
requirements for the modules, relationships between the readings and the lectures, their
expectations of students’ reading and writing, and academic support available to the
students; and secondly after they marked the students’ writings, about the general
impression o f all the writings they had marked, and the particular subjects’
performances.
I observed one lecture session of each of the four modules I focused on (see 3.3.3
above for details of the courses, and 3.3.4.2 above for details o f the observation).
Documents o f the kind described above (see section 3.3.4.3 above) that may be relevant
to the research were collected during the course o f interviews and observations.
It may be more desirable to extend the period o f data collection till the end o f the
subjects’ masters’ studies, as ethnographic research usually features prolonged period of
contact in the research setting (P. Atkinson, Coffey, Delamont, Lofland, & Lofland,
2001; Mason, 2002). I decided not to do this because firstly, there was only limited time
available to finish this research; and secondly, the subjects’ answers in interviews
following their first and second assignments showed that they would most likely keep
the majority of the reading practices they had undertaken earlier when they did later
assignments.

3.3.5.4 Data Treatment and Analysis
All interviews have been audio recorded and transcribed (mostly word by word)
into the language in which they were conducted, i.e. interviews conducted in Chinese
were transcribed into Chinese and those in English into English. Chinese interview
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transcriptions were translated into English only when they were quoted into the thesis.
Field notes o f observations were read through carefully, and summaries about
observations were written shortly after each observation session. The results of
observations also formed part of the following interviews with students and/or tutors in
order to clarify or confirm what could not be observed.
All transcriptions were reviewed for a second time by listening to the recordings,
which was done by the researcher herself in order to keep the data as confidential as
possible when the subjects still remained in the research setting. While interpreting the
transcriptions, I sought verifications from the subjects concerning my understanding of
the interview data via face to face talk (interviews at a later stage), telephone
conversation, or email, which is sometimes called ‘respondent debriefings’ (Singleton
& Straits, 2001).
Data about the subjects’ past experiences and practices were arranged into
narratives which highlighted the unique features o f each subject’s experiences and
practices. The subjects’ educational experiences were then analysed within the AS
model to reveal the characteristics of the Chinese education system and the possible
effects on the subjects’ reading experiences and practices. Data about the subjects’
current general literacy practices, and their current reading and writing requirements
were treated in a similar way mentioned above, and as a result, the two masters’
programmes were analysed and constructed as two activity systems. Interview data
about the subjects’ experiences of reading for the purposes of writing assignments were
first examined with a view to revealing the process o f the construction o f the ‘object’ of
the reading activities in which the subjects’ were engaging while writing their
assignments; and secondly examined in terms of the relationships between each pair of
the components in the activity system model with a view to exploring the contributing
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factors o f the subjects’ current academic reading experiences and practices. To protect
the subjects’ identities, and for ease o f reference, in what follows, the two MA. in
Education subjects will be referred to as E l and E2, and the two MSc. in Management
ones as M l and M2. Also, the tutors mentioned in the thesis were all anonymous.

3.4 Issues
As for all research reports, issues like reliability and validity constitute an
indispensable part of the discussion. As is argued by various researchers and scholars,
qualitative research should not be evaluated by the same criteria o f validity and
reliability developed for quantitative research (Altheide & Johnson, 1998; Mason, 2002;
Silverman, 2005). Mason suggests two ways o f demonstrating the validity o f qualitative
research, i.e. to show the validity of data generation methods and the validity of
interpretation (2002:189). By validity o f data generation methods, she means that data
sources and generation methods can potentially answer the questions the researcher is
attempting to answer through the research (Mason 2002), which has been discussed in
sections 3.2.1 and 3.2.2 above in this chapter. The validity o f interpretation depends on
the reflexive accounting for the data interpretation process (Altheide and Johnson 1998;
Mason 2002), which means the researcher should be able and prepared to show in what
context and setting, from what perspective, with whose voice, in what representational
and rhetorical forms, and to what audience the interpretation is made. This has been
briefly outlined in sections 3.3.5.3 and 3.3.5.4 above in this chapter, and will be spelt
out in more detail in the following data chapters. Reliability can be demonstrated,
according to Mason (2002), by ensuring the audience that the “data generation and
analysis have not only been appropriate to the research questions, but also thorough,
careful, honest and accurate (as distinct from true or correct— terms which many
qualitative researchers would, of course, wish to reject)” (p. 188). This, again, has been
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discussed under sections 3.2.1, 3.2.2, 3.3.5.3, and 3.3.5.4 above.
The researcher’s role and position is another issue that I want to emphasize here as it
determines, to a great extent, the process and the result o f ethnographic research (D.
Goodwin, Pope, Mort, & Smith, 2003; Punch, 1994; Rowling, 1999; Walmsley, 2004).
Just as Punch points out that “where you stand will doubtless help to determine not only
what you will research but also how you will research it” (1994:94), my decision on the
research topic, focus, theoretical approach, subjects, and so on, was closely related to
my experiences as a postgraduate student in the research setting, and as an English
language teacher in a Chinese university. Such experiences helped me more easily
establish rapport with the subjects and understand their situations; but on the other hand,
also brought the danger o f being engaged too deeply in and unable to step back from the
field (D. Goodwin, Pope, Mort, & Smith, 2003; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). This
also brought the issue o f how intimate or detached the researcher should be in the
relationship with the subjects: for instance, when the subjects encountered problems
that I might help them with, should I remain as an ‘observer’, or should I interfere and
act as a friend, a helper, or a fellow student with more experience in the academic
setting? Rowling (1999) terms this type of tension as the “clash between the ‘researcher
I’ and the ‘counsellor I’” (p. 172). Goodwin et al. (2003) point out that “ethical conduct
is not fixed, but is personally, socially, and contextually constructed” (p.569). Rowling
(1999) also argues that “interfering” with the participants does not always have a
negative effect on the research, as her study demonstrated that such “interfering”
proved to produce positive and profound outcome. Therefore, from an ethical point o f
view, I would argue that in return for the cooperation and help the subjects offered me in
my research, I should always try to provide them with as much advice, support, comfort
and encouragement as possible. That was what I actually did during the course of my
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research, and thus developed a friendly relationship with the subjects. At the same time,
I feel confident that my involvement in this way was not such that the basic veridicality
o f my apprehension of the situation in focus was impaired.

3.5 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have attempted to explain the ontology and epistemology that
guide the research design, and have documented the whole process o f research design,
conduct and methods of data collection (or “generation” in Mason’s (2002) term) and
data analysis. There has also been brief discussion o f issues concerning validity,
reliability and research ethics within various sections in this chapter. More detailed
account o f the methods o f data analysis will be presented in the data chapters following
this chapter.
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Chapter Four: Stories of the Four Chinese Students and the
Past Activity System
4.1 Introduction
T h is c h a p te r fo r m s th e first o f a s e r ie s o f c h a p te r s in w h ic h t h e r e se a r c h d a ta th a t th is
t h e s is is c o n c e r n e d w it h are p r e s e n te d an d a n a ly s e d . T h u s , h e r e th e fo u r r e se a r c h
s u b j e c t s ’ p a st e d u c a tio n a n d lite r a c y e x p e r ie n c e s are in tr o d u c e d a n d th e a c t iv it y s y s t e m
( A S ) o f th e c o n t e x t s w ith in w h ic h th e ir lite r a c y p r a c tic e s t o o k p la c e a re re c o n str u c te d ;
C h a p te r 5 d e s c r ib e s th e A S o f th e t w o m a s te r s ’ p r o g r a m m e s at L a n c a s te r U n iv e r s it y in
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which the subjects studied, and their literacy practices in general after their arrival in the
UK; and Chapters 6 to 8 discuss the details o f the subjects’ academic reading practices
while doing two of their programme assignments, and explore the factors contributing
to the shaping o f their reading practices.
In this chapter, thus, the past experiences o f learning and reading in both English
and Chinese of the two MA in Education subjects (El and E2) and the two MSc. in
Management subjects (M l and M2) this research is concerned with are first o f all
described. Then, from an AT perspective, it summarizes the features o f the AS in which
their reading practices used to take place in the Chinese educational settings. As the
chapter unfolds, links will be made to RQ 1 ( What were the main reading practices o f
the subjects before they came to the UK?) and RQ 2 ( What aspects in the context (in
terms o f the AS model) have played what role in the shaping o f the subjects ’ reading
practices prior to their arrival in the UK?). This will in turn provide the basis for the
discussions in subsequent chapters: i.e. the data in this chapter will be compared and
contrasted with the data concerning the subjects’ literacy practices gathered in the
context of the AS o f each of the two relevant Lancaster University masters’
programmes.

4.2 A H istorical A ccount o f E l ’s Experiences o f Learning and Reading
in Two Languages
E l graduated from a key university in the southwest o f China with a first degree in
English Language and Literature. After graduation, she worked for a couple of
companies in the south of China for a very short period o f time and then settled down as
a college English teacher in an east coastal province. She has two years o f teaching
experience when she started her MA course in the UK. She chose the MA programme in
education rather than that in linguistics because: a) she was not satisfied with just
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teaching English and would like to be involved in some administrative or policy making
jobs; b) the linguistics course she took during her undergraduate years was such a
painful experience that it turned her away from any possible further involvement with
linguistics courses (transal:25, 30).

4.2.1 A Book Lover by Nature— Reading in Chinese
Deeply influenced by her family, her father in particular, E l loved reading since she
was very young. In her own words, “I love reading by nature”
Transal:l). Her father often bought books for himself and for E l as well, so there was a
good collection o f books at home, most o f which were literary works due to her father’s
own interest. Being the only child in the family and with her parents both busily
engaged in their work, E l developed her interest in reading and made it her major
pastime. Like her father, E l was particularly fond o f literary works, both ancient
classics and modem and contemporary works. She started with children’s picture story
books1 when she was younger, and quickly moved on to tackle ancient classics, such as
‘A Dream of Red Mansions’, which would be considered a great endeavour for a
primary school pupil. As time went by, E l ’s interest in reading was growing. And
reading continued to be her favourite hobby through out the years. She read even a
wider variety of books, most of which were contemporary works. Her father’s
collection was no longer the only source of books— she borrowed books from libraries
and friends, bought books by herself, and joined reading clubs in book stores. She was
more selective in the sense that while the pressure of academic study was enormous, she
chose to read something light, which could relax her brain; whereas when there was not
so much pressure, she read things that were more serious and thought-provoking. But

1 A type o f p o ck et-size p u b lication s d esign ed for children, w ith a big picture (u su ally b lack -an d -w h ite) on each page
and a co u p le o f lin es o f w ords underneath. T h ey used to be very popular in China until m id and late 1980s.
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she still reread some classics, ‘A Dream of Red Mansions’ in particular, every now and
then.
E l considered her interest in reading highly rewarding in many ways. First o f all,
due to her extensive reading, Chinese lessons in primary school were simple for her. In
lower grades (grade 1, 2 and 3), the main task for the students was to learn Chinese
characters, as E l described, “[we] started with learning Pinyin, and then characters. Up
to grade 2 and grade 3, the main task was to learn Chinese characters through texts with
Pinyin attached to each character, ... which was very simple for me because I read
widely since I was very young and thus knew a lot o f characters.
S A ± f c iA ^ o —£

|

J

—g ' b
TranSai : 2 r .

Secondly, extensive reading helped E l to “cultivate good reading habits2. . .and increase
reading speed. So I read faster than ordinary people, because the more you read, the
faster you can read
ifeo II %%%%% *

> ...
A o T r a n s a l :2)

Thirdly, reading widely helped her

in writing. As she put it,

W ,

& ' a \m ,

A iA A ^A nit,

U iliA lU A ®
° ( t r a n s a l :8)
Reading, extensive reading in particular, enlarges o n e’s scope o f know ledge. W hen it
com es to writing, people w ho read w id ely tend to have more ch oices in terms o f topics to
write about and w riting styles, and tend to write in more depth than those w ho d on ’t read as
m uch. A s w e all know, the more you read, the more fam ous sayings you get to know, w hich
you can quote in your writing, w hich, in turn, often m akes your w riting better than those
written by people w ho read less.

But most important of all, she thought that reading contributed to character building
and the development of a person as a whole, as she put it, “reading, in a broad sense,

2 B y this, E l m eant ex ten siv e reading m ade her love reading even m ore and h en ce read m ore w id ely, w h ich helps
im prove her ab ility o f com p reh en sion and reading speed.
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influences greatly the construction of one’s character, and one’s outlook on life and
world. ( |$ i£ ...

iC T it
Transal: 3) .’’ She went on to argue that

“the more one reads, the more deeply s/he understands the culture, and the more s/he
will be in harmony with the culture, and in turn, the more s/he will be influenced
unconsciously by this culture.” From this point o f view, she said she was more purely
Chinese than many other Chinese people. She loved Chinese life style and she loved
Chinese cultural traditions (Transal: 11).

4.2.2 An Unsatisfied Learner of Chinese at School
As a student, E l was not satisfied with the Chinese language education at school. In
her view, “Chinese language lessons at school are quite a failure
!/&($ transal :4)”, with a main function of increasing the number o f Chinese characters
that she knew. She thought that the teaching methods were largely “exam-oriented, and
the texts have been in use for several decades without any change
transal :3)”. Throughout primary school
and secondary school years, students were trained to summarize the main idea o f each
paragraph of the text and the theme of the whole text in a more or less standardized way,
which would be considered acceptable by exam markers. To E l, such practice was
“ridiculous (transal: 12)”. As she remarked in one o f the interviews:
a

.

M £ fc ir$

A high school student is not grown up yet, w ho may be immature both physically and
intellectually. Even adults are not likely to have the same opinion about the sam e thing.
A nd yet the students are required to arrive at a single standard answer concerning the main
ideas and central theme o f a text. Such rigid and dogmatic w ay o f teaching is not good in
m y opinion. (T ran sal: 12)

As far as the textbooks were concerned, although they contained some classic
master pieces, there were a lot of texts written with a clear political purpose (e.g. texts
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about anti-Japanese war3, Chinese civil war4, etc.), which E l thought “are very much
out-of-date

transal:7)”. Another complaint by E l was that “the Chinese

lessons are too inadequate,... with too little input.

transal :7)”. In

short, she felt the input from Chinese lessons was inadequate not only in terms of
quality, but also in terms of quantity.

4.2.3 A Top Student in a Foreign Languages Middle School5
E l chose to apply for a foreign languages middle school not because she was very
interested in foreign languages, but because this was a top school in the city, which
happened to be located nearer to her home than other good schools. As she explained in
one of the interviews:

To be honest, I am not very fond o f English language. A s each o f us w ill have our favourite
h obbies, I happen to be too occupied with m y interest in C hinese literature to spare any time
on anything else. I d on ’t have that much time (to develop an interest in English) (transal: 15,
m y interpolation).

However, lack of interest in foreign languages did not keep her from becoming a top
student: she was admitted directly to the senior middle school section from the junior
middle school section of the same school without taking the entrance exams, which
were designed to eliminate about 60% of all the graduates from the junior section. She
was also exempted from the College Entrance Exams and admitted to a key university
on the recommendation of her middle school.
There were things that were special in this school concerning the English lessons,
according to E l. For example, English lessons were conducted in small classes (e.g.
20-30 students each class compared to 50-60 students a class in other schools). The

3 1 9 3 7 -1945
4 1 9 4 6 -1 9 5 0
5 F oreign Language M id d le S ch o o ls are u su ally very good secondary sc h o o ls, w h ich feature foreign language
education. There is u su ally no m ore than on e o f such sch o o ls in each province, and o n ly very g o o d students can be
enrolled.
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textbooks they used while E l was studying there were different from other schools: in
the junior section, they used ‘Look, Listen, and Learn’; in senior section, they used
‘New Concept English’ in combination with the widely used standard textbooks (in
order to prepare for the College Entrance Exam). During the years in the senior section,
students were offered two hours of speaking class each week conducted by native
English speakers and two hours of listening and speaking classes to improve their
speaking and listening skills, which were rarely available in other schools. Students
were also offered a chance to learn a second foreign language during their second year
in the senior section. Another privilege for E l and her classmates was that whenever the
students did writing tasks, the teachers discussed with each individual student about the
writing s/he had done, though teachers were normally concerned with the spelling,
concordance, tenses, and the like. As E l understood it, the main purpose o f writing
tasks at that time “besides for the preparation o f the writing component in the College
Entrance Exam, was to deepen the students’ understanding o f grammar and syntatic
structures ( l & 7 m « % 7 I ^ 4 * ^ h
Transal: 19)” .

Apart from those differences, El described their English lessons as “conducted in a
traditional Chinese way of teaching English
transal: 16)”. Take her English lessons in the senior section as an example,
A 3137 Nottingham
traditional

3SI1 ^ 7 '7T v ,

m m iE

tk.& 7
ij t U

id U fu

7 7 & t f f/j ifi A AiK KJ Ul:ft- = KKiiAcW/fu

j S l ' K ij iTcf'lT IT -> Ik ,

handout

iH /fifto

Our teacher was a very good one, who graduated from Nottingham University. Although
she got her degree in the UK, she still taught in a very traditional way. (Norm ally), she
asked a student to read (the text). And she read it again by h erself in order to correct our

Chapter Four: Past Experiences and Past Activity System

-98-

pronunciation. A fter that, she teased out som e important w ords for detailed discussion, e.g.
differentiating transitive verbs from intransitive verbs, g ivin g sam ple sentences to illustrate
the usage o f nouns, asking students to think o f collocation o f certain w ords and m aking
sentences w ith them, sum m arizing uses o f phrases and listing som e more phrases with
sim ilar m eaning, etc. U sually at the beginning o f each session, she checked whether w e had
mastered the n ew words and grammar from last session b y asking us to write dow n those
w ords and grammar rules from our memory. A t the end o f each session, she set the after
class tasks and gave out som e handouts (exercises) for us to do (transal: 16, m y
interpolation).

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, El was not particularly interested in
English. Nor was she enjoying reading in English. Or to be more accurate, E l had “no
time to read and no access to (H —te'STT BT|b],

»transal: 15)” interesting

readings in English. The only readings she did in English was for doing reading
comprehension exercises, which was not interesting at all as part o f her exam
preparation. She commented that whether the reading was easy or difficult depended on
whether she could answer the questions correctly rather than whether she understood
the content o f the reading. However, she later admitted that even if she had time for and
access to anything interesting in English (as she did during her undergraduate years),
she would prefer to read the translated versions in Chinese instead o f the original
English versions. As uninterested in English as she was, E l was admitted to a key
university on the recommendation of her middle school6 to study English Language
and Literature. As a graduate from a foreign languages middle school, she could only
choose to study a foreign language if she wanted to be exempted from the College
Entrance Exams. And the primary reason for her to accept the offer was that the
university was situated in the city where her parents originally came from and most of
their relatives still live.

4.2.4 A ‘Careful Investor’— Literacy Practices at University in China
El enjoyed much more freedom at university than in middle school. For instance,
she could choose to go or not to go to a class, to listen or not to listen to the lecturer in

6 O n ly top students from go o d m iddle sc h o o ls can be adm itted to k ey u n iversities w ith ou t taking the entrance exam s.
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class, to read or not to read in preparation for a lecture, etc. as long as she could manage
to pass the exams or other forms o f assessment. E l was very careful about the
investment of her time and energy, i.e. she never read anything that did not interest her
except for the preparation of exams a couple o f weeks before the exams, and she was
often absent or at least absent-minded in lectures that seemed boring or useless to her.
Most o f the courses were assessed by exams, and E l usually managed well by studying
textbooks and/or lecture notes (more often than not, copied from her classmates) shortly
n

before the exams . She was happy with her way o f study (though she could not possibly
have learned much in this way8), because the courses did not seem interesting or to have
any use for her in the future.
The only courses that were interesting and challenging enough to encourage her to
read before and/or after the lectures were courses like ‘The Selected Readings of
English and American Literature’, ‘The Selected Readings o f English and American
Poetry’, and ‘History of English and American Literature’. One reason for this might be
that she was generally more interested in literature than anything else, as was evident in
the way she chose her reading for pleasure. It could also be that this was an area that she
was not very familiar with and thus would like to know more. She also had courses on
ancient Chinese literature and historical documents, but she did not seem to do reading
in relation to those courses because that is an area she already knew quite well and read
widely before. Besides, those Chinese courses were not demanding enough to make her
feel the necessity of doing reading for preparation of lectures— as she mentioned: “I am
interested in them (e.g. ‘Ancient Chinese literature and Historical Documents). But to
be honest, those courses were too simple... I already read most o f the stuff discussed in
class

7 Study u su ally m eant learning by heart in such cases.
8 A s she m en tion ed she forgot m ost o f the things that were taught during that tim e.
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transal:20)”. The most important reason probably was the way the lectures were
delivered. As she mentioned a few times in her interview, she liked the courses by one
particular lecturer very much, who taught ‘Selected Readings o f English and American
Poetry’ and part of other literature courses, because his lectures were
very insightful and interesting. ... He often appeared to pay no attention to anyone else in the
classroom, or to the students’ reactions. I appreciated greatly his way o f lecturing— sitting on
the desk and talking about his understanding (o f certain poems and poets). ... He was very
learned, and gave very good talks, which kept attracting students’ attention. ... He seldom paid
any attention to the students’ reactions ... but you gained a lot o f knowledge from his talks (i#

mm&mm,
TkTs fcmmm?,

.

-s A A in r

Transal :24-25, my interpolation).

In contrast to her calculated effort on academic studies, as she summarized for
herself: “my reading in English related to my academic study was very limited; reading
in English that was not related to my study was none
lim ited ,

$1 i$c

fS A Eft xk

none.Transal :27)”,

she ‘invested’

generously on reading non-academically, which was always in Chinese. At this stage,
she read more widely in terms of the types of books she chose to read, ranging from
“easy and light Kong Fu novels to complex and profound books on philosophy by
people like Kant
DR*

T ransal :27)”.

...

She described herself as being

“rebellious— a furious youth— during her undergraduate years (A ^ B t
'lls

tran sal :21)”,

reading a lot o f things attacking current social and

political situations, which she thought was something that a university student should
do, rather than following the conventions and doing what his/her parents and teachers
thought appropriate. But she still reread ‘A Dream o f Red Mansions’ once every year,
and also reread some other books that she thought good

(transal :21).

As far as writing is concerned, there were not many essays that they needed to write
in Chinese, except for the exam of the Chinese writing course where they were asked to
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write two essays in 2 or 3 hours. In the English writing courses, they were asked to write
short essays, imitating the writing styles o f famous writers. And while taking the
English and American literature and poetry courses, the lecturers sometimes asked them
to write short stories and poets. However, the only lengthy academic essay they wrote
was the dissertation during the last year. E l chose to write her dissertation on a
comparison of two novels— ‘The Adventure o f Huckleberry Finn’ and ‘The Catcher in
the Rye’. She had a few months’ time to finish it, yet she kept postponing to start
working seriously on it till a week before the deadline. She managed to submit it on
time and get passed. The result was not satisfactory according to her past academic
record, but she thought the mark was fair considering the effort she put into it. This
experience o f hers reconfirmed that she seldom invested more than necessary time and
energy on anything which did not seem interesting or worth doing except for getting a
mark.

4.2.5 Summary
E l, influenced by her father, loved reading and read widely in Chinese since she
was young. In other words, she had a ruling passion for Chinese literature so much so
that she did not like reading in English at all. She thought very positively o f the function
o f reading in the development of a child as a human. In her case, reading enlarged her
vocabulary, broadened her vision, improved her writing, and deepened her
understanding of and love for Chinese culture. She felt unsatisfied with Chinese
textbooks for not providing adequate and up to date language input compared with other
readings she did after school. She criticized Chinese lessons and teachers for being rigid
in teaching Chinese reading. However, her disapproval o f Chinese education at school
did not prevent her from becoming a top student. Moreover, despite her lack o f interest
in English, she did very well in a foreign languages middle school and was admitted to
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the English Department o f a key university without taking the College Entrance Exams.
Since she was not interested in her subject area (English Language and Literature), she
was not very keen on study, nor on reading related to her study, which meant she seldom
read in English. However, she read even more widely in Chinese due to more free time
at her disposal during her undergraduate years, and at the same time managed to get
satisfactory academic results. On the whole, E l ’s experiences seemed to show that she
was confident in her academic ability and judgment, and seemed able to manage her
study well, even though she did not approve the way in which she was taught, or make
full effort on her study.
Having described E l ’s education and literacy history, I turn next to E2’s history of
education and literacy practices.

4.3 A H istorical A ccount o f E 2 ’s Experiences o f Learning and Reading
in Two Languages
E2 graduated from a teacher’s university in a big city in the east coast o f China with
a BA in History. She came to the UK right after graduation with a hope to get a better
job with another degree from a UK university. According to her, she did not want to be
an ordinary history teacher since history is only a minor subject in secondary schools.
She would like to be a teacher of a major subject (i.e. Chinese, maths, and English)— an
English teacher in her case. Even though she might not teach English, with improved
English after a year’s study in the UK, she hoped to teach history in a bilingual school
(transbl:l).

4.3.1 A Reluctant Reader
When she was young, E2 lived with her parents and her grandparents. Her mother
ran a small business of her own and spent a lot time on it, and her father was often away
from home as a seaman. Her grandparents were her primary caretakers, who were not
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very concerned about her early education and school performance. They were not
particularly interested in reading themselves and there were not many books at home.
They did not encourage E2 to read, either. As a result, E2 read very little (transb3:l, 3).
According to her, “during my childhood, except for reading for school work, I spent
most o f my time playing

Transb3:3)”.

Only occasionally did she read some fairytales and stories because she liked listening to
the stories her grandfather told her before she could read by herself. After she started
secondary school, she read some romantic novels and cartoon books, because they were
very popular among the students at that time and they were easy to read. But she was not
as enthusiastic as her classmates (transb3:9). She also reported that she seldom read
newspapers, magazines, or classics; and she never went to the school library (ibid). She
loved watching TV. As she put it, “I probably spent all the time that I should have spent
on reading on watching TV instead (

FJf Tf lH

Htf lH

i f tP

?£ 4 II ± T

transb3:10)”.
E2 believed that “there were internal and external factors that contributed to the fact
that she did not read a lot when she was young— lack o f personal interest (internal) and
lack o f nurturing and encouraging environment9 and adult guidance10 (external) (— f-

-ra n .

w.

Transb3:6)”.
Although not interested in reading, she still read some fairytales, story books and
novels as a school girl. Since she had little interest in reading, she always needed
someone to arouse her attention to those books. For instance, her grandfather told her
stories such as ‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs’, ‘Cinderella’, every night while she

9 Her fa m ily m em bers w ere either constantly absent (her parents) or not fond o f reading (transb3:3).
10 N o on e ever encouraged or guided her to read ex ten siv ely (transb3:6).
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was young so that she was attracted to them; a neighbouring girl had fairytale books
which E2 could borrow; many of her classmates at secondary school read cartoon books
and romantic novels, so she started reading them, too (transb3:3,9,10). Gradually she
seemed to enjoy reading those books, and was even a bit addicted to some o f them.
However, she was still not as enthusiastic about reading as some o f her classmates were
(transb3:7, 9, 10).

4.3.2 An Average Student Who Loved History
E2 described herself as “an average student, and sometimes even a bit below
average

Transb3:l)”.

She “did not hate going to school, nor did she love going to school
Transb3:6)”. She was happy about her school
performance as long as she did not fail any exams. She never pushed herself for better
performance, nor did her parents set any expectations for her (transb3:5). Therefore,
after school, the only homework she did was what the teachers clearly told the students
to do. She never bought any extra exercise books, nor did she do any extra school work
in her spare time (transb3:5, 10).
However, there was one subject that she was particularly interested in—history. She
became fond of history since she had her first history lesson at secondary school,
because her first history teacher delivered excellent lectures. She thought her interest in
history might also result from her childhood experience o f listening to stories. Even
now, she still considered history as stories— interesting stories (transb3:9, transb4:12).
She enjoyed reading history textbooks and read them so often that she was very familiar
with the contents o f the textbooks. Besides, she also liked reading history novels, which
were fictions based on history, but not always true to history (transb4:12). Her interest
in history led her to choose it as the fourth subject in addition to the other three
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compulsory subjects11 for College Entrance Exams, and as the subject area for her
undergraduate studies (transb4:10, 12).

4.3.3 Learning of Two Languages
4.3.3.1 Learning Chinese
As far as she could remember, at primary school, the main purpose o f Chinese
lessons was to teach students the Chinese characters, new words, sentence making, and
to develop students’ ability to use the Chinese language idiomatically
T ransb3:5, 7).

In lower grades,

they focused more on Pinyin, new characters and words
Transb3:3);

later on, the focus was more on text

analysis, such as dividing the text into several sections, summarizing the main ideas of
each section, analysing the theme of the whole text, etc.

(transb3:4, 7).

At secondary

school, the Chinese lessons mainly focused on reading comprehension, which was more
than simply finding out the main ideas of each section of a te x t,... and which was tested
in Chinese exams (transb3:8, 9). E2 thought it difficult for teachers to teach reading
comprehension, though in class, the teacher tried hard to help the students understand
the texts, for example, by asking questions such as “why did the author write it this
way”, “what was the author thinking about while s/he was writing”, etc.
Transb3:9).

When she looked back at those Chinese

lessons, she considered it a very happy experience to have such lessons, with the teacher
helping and guiding her to read, analyse and discuss a text with other classmates,
though she did not think so at that time (transb3:15).

11 There w ere four subjects that each student had to ch oose in the C o lleg e Entrance Exam s. T he first three were
com pulsory, w h ich w ere C h in ese, m aths and E nglish. Students cou ld ch o o se the fourth subject according to their
ow n strength.
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She started learning to write in Chinese at primary school, during which time, the
students’ main task was learning to write narratives and descriptions o f people, objects
and events (e.g. “an unforgettable event, my favourite animal, my father, my fam ily,...
an unforgettable journey/holiday, and so on.
UN,

th rift—
-----

transb3:ll). Good writings should contain vivid descriptions with
beautiful words and sentences according to her teachers, as far as she remembered
(transb3:12-13). When she first started secondary school, she continued writing
narratives o f similar topics as she did at primary school, but with more complex
structure and contents (transb3:12). Soon after, argumentative writing was introduced to
students and became the primary genre of students’ writing throughout the secondary
school stage. She remembered quite clearly that her teachers talked about the structure
o f argumentative writing in class: for instance, one should raise the issue under
discussion or bring forward one’s opinions in the first place, followed by some
supporting arguments, and finish with a conclusion, but she could not remember
whether and how the teachers had taught them to write narratives (transb3:12, 14).

4.3.3.2 Learning English
Her attitude toward learning o f English was similar to her attitude toward schooling
in general—neither like, nor dislike. She did not start learning English until her school
arranged English lessons in grade three at primary school. She never did any extra work
on English in her spare time except what her teacher told her to do (transb4:2).
According to her: for each lesson, the teacher usually talked about new words, phrases,
texts (or dialogues sometimes), grammar, etc. and then checked the exercises with the
students. The students needed to do exercises in both textbooks and exercise books.
They also needed to copy new words and learn texts by heart as part o f their homework
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(transb4:2). As for reading in English, the only thing she read was textbooks and
exercise books, since she was generally not interested in reading. At senior high school,
reading comprehension became an important part o f English exams, and she always
timed herself while doing reading comprehension exercises in order to estimate how
well she could perform in real exams. She usually did well in questions about details,
but might make mistakes in questions about main ideas (transb4:5). They started
English writing at secondary school, though she did not have the impression that the
teachers had particularly talked about writing in class. The students were not asked to
write in English often. In addition, the English writings were usually short and simple
(e.g. sometimes 30 or 40 words were enough), which were not as long and as in depth as
the Chinese writings they were expected to produce.

4.3.4 Literacy Practices at University
Since she was not very enthusiastic about study as a rule, she was not very keen on
academic reading at university (transb4:15). As a history student, she had various history
courses, such as ‘Chinese Ancient History’, ‘Chinese Modem and Contemporary
History’, ‘World History’, ‘World Cultural History’, ‘African History’, etc. (transb4:14,
16). But she did not need to read her textbooks a lot, since she was already familiar with
many o f the contents from her study at secondary school. For those new contents, she
read them as stories or novels (transb4:14). She read history textbooks as novels and
learned some o f the contents by heart before exams. For elective history courses, the
teachers usually provided a reading list, instead o f textbooks. She did not read anything
from the reading lists at all, unless when she needed to write essays for assessment
(transb4:15, 16). She had some courses on education because her area o f study was
history education; she also had to take courses that students o f all subjects were required
to take (such as ‘Politics’, ‘Moral Education’). She never read anything for those
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courses, expect for preparing for exams or writing essays, or unless the textbook was
really interesting (transb4:15).
Besides textbooks, she read books on culture, customs, historical figures, etc. which
were also related to her subject area, as a type o f leisure reading. She liked reading
newspapers, magazines, and novels at that time; and she even read some masterpieces,
such as ‘A Dream of Red Mansions’, ‘Jane Eyre’, ‘Gone with the Wind’, ‘Pride and
Prejudice’, etc. (Transb4:17, 18). She read much more widely at university than at
secondary school, which she thought was due to three reasons: firstly, exam-oriented
education was not prevalent at the tertiary level; secondly, she enjoyed more free time,
which she could spend on reading; thirdly, she found herself especially weak in her
knowledge about books (literary works) compared with her classmates, and she thought
it necessary to read more in order to be able to exchange ideas with others about various
books (transb4:23).
During her undergraduate years, she wrote about a dozen o f academic essays (in
Chinese) for various courses and for her final degree (Transb4:17). To write an essay,
she usually decided on a topic first, and then started searching references and then read
in order to write (transb4:15, 16). Generally speaking, for an essay o f two to three
thousand words, she had three or four references (transb4:16). She went to the library to
search for references in a similar way as she was doing in the UK, i.e. key word search
(transb4:16). She reported that she had to read in order to use the arguments in the
references. Moreover, she also needed to structure the essay and to form her own
opinions in addition to copying from the reference sources (transb4:16). However, she
did not think it difficult to write those essays— she usually finished an essay within two
or three days; nor did she think it difficult to find and read reference books and articles
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because they were all in Chinese (transb4:17).
Although she did not have Chinese lessons at university, she was required to take a
Chinese writing class, in which the students were taught how to write essays in general,
and academic essays in particular (transb4:13, 14). She remembered that the tutors
talked about how to search references, how to organize an essay, and so on. But there
was only one session of an hour and half each week, which she thought insufficient for
such a course (transb4:13). She thought the writing course very important, but not
effectively conducted. Firstly, the students did not always do what the tutors asked them
to do, so that the course was not as effective as the tutors had expected. Secondly, the
course was offered in the first year, when the students did not have any courses which
were assessed in the form o f essay writing. As a result, when the students started writing
essays for various courses from their second year, they probably had forgotten what
they had learned in the first year (transb4:13).
According to E2, English lessons at university were taught in a similar way to those
at secondary school— the teacher talked about new words, texts, and exercises
(Transb4:20). She reported that the teachers spent much time on explaining new words,
and there were not many grammar rules that were new to the students (transb4:20).
Before class, she usually previewed the texts by reading a reference book, which
provided detailed discussion of vocabulary and Chinese translation o f the texts
(transb4:20, 21). Most of the reading in English that she did was doing reading
comprehension exercises for the preparation o f CET-4, and CET-6

12

(transb4:21).

Apart from that, she tried to read English newspapers—21st Century, and Shanghai Star,
and an English novel— ‘Jane Eyre’, but she gave up reading them very soon and never

12 C o lle g e E nglish Test Band 4 and Band 6 are nation -w id e exam inations for co lle g e and university students in China.
T he certificate o f CET-4 is a prerequisite for the award o f b ach elor’s degrees.
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finished. any (transb4:22, 24). She also read a book on English composition when she
was preparing for the CET-4, and CET-6; and teachers seldom talked about English
writing in class, as she recalled (transb4:22).

4.3.5 Summary
To sum up, E2 has always viewed herself as an average student who did not
strongly like or hate learning. She seemed to trust others’ (e.g. teachers, grandparents,
parents, peers) advice and judgment more than her own. As a result, she played a
rather passive role in learning and reading. For instance, she was used to following
teachers’ instruction closely, i.e. she only did what the teachers clearly told the students
to do, without making any extra effort in trying to do better at school; she did not like
reading because nobody told her it was good to read; she started reading when she found
her reading much too limited compared to her peers, but reading was never quite an
important part of her life.
Also worth mentioning was her particular interest in history thanks to her first
history teacher who delivered very vivid lessons, and she has never lost her interest in
history ever since then. Her interest in history was the ruling passion driving her to read.
She started reading history books as if reading stories and kept this habit from then on.
This interest of hers also led to her choice of history as the subject of study at university.
E2’s attitude toward study at university was similar to E l ’s in that neither o f them would
make special effort just in order to get good academic records. They only wanted to do
what was necessary to get through all subjects.
E l and E2’s accounts show that there were similarities in their educational
experiences due to the fact that they were educated under largely the same education
system; yet individual differences still existed and influenced their attitudes towards
learning and reading, which led to different personal experiences in these areas. Next, I
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will consider to what extent this was also the case for the two subjects in the MSc. in
Management programme—M l

and M2—by presenting and analysing similar

information concerning their background experiences.

4.4 A H istorical A ccount o f M l ’s Experiences o f Learning and
R eading in Two Languages
M l studied in a polytechnic university in South China and had a first degree in
English for Science and Technology. He had planned to study Computer Science for his
m aster’s degree abroad right after his graduation, which was delayed by the outbreak of
SARS. He worked as a web programmer for a company while he was preparing for his
study abroad. His senior colleagues made him realize that being a manager had a better
future than being a programmer. Therefore, he made up his mind to choose the MSc. in
Management programme at Lancaster University, which is designed for those without a
management background (transc2:8).

4.4.1 Learning and Reading in Chinese at School
M l recalled that at primary school, learning of Chinese started from learning Pinyin
and Chinese characters. At first, texts were simple and the main task was to learn new
characters. His Chinese teacher usually explained every sentence in the texts. From
Grade Four onwards, the emphasis shifted to analysing the structure o f a text, and the
main ideas and messages it conveyed. The teacher started asking students questions
about division of a text into sections, main ideas o f each section in a text, the central
theme o f a text, etc. and at the end the teacher would always give a correct answer
(transc 1:3-5).
At junior high school, the texts became more complex and were o f various genres13.

13 T h e m ajority o f texts at prim ary sch ool w ere narratives.
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There were many argumentative texts. Prose in ancient literary style also became an
important part of the texts that students were asked to learn. At that time, his Chinese
teacher asked students questions as a way to help them understand the texts. The
questions were mainly concerning the structure o f a text, main ideas o f each section in a
text, underlying meanings of certain sentences, rhetorical devices employed by the
authors, the central theme of a text, and so on. At the end o f each unit, which consisted
o f a few texts o f the same genre, there was a summary of how to read and write texts in
this genre. M l considered the methods of reading introduced in the summaries as more
systematic in analysing texts, but also more time-consuming. He could only stick to
such methods for a short time before he shifted back to his usual way o f reading—i.e.
read on and on, simply marking what he could not understand or what he thought
important (transcl:9-ll).
At senior high school, Chinese lessons were totally tailored to exam preparation. As
M l commented in an interview,

M &-4.
At that time (senior high school), what our Chinese teacher asked us to think about (while
reading and analysing a text) was the kind o f questions that would appear in the College
Entrance Exams. ... Even if the teacher had wanted to talk about other things in class, there
would not have been time for that, since during all the three years, everyone was working for
only one goal— the College Entrance Exams (transc 1:13-14, my interpolation).

M l was not particularly fond of reading especially before he started secondary
school. He had no interest in reading and only read while his mother or sister asked him
to (transc 1:2). He did like reading one thing since he started Grade Five— collections of
excellent writings by primary school pupils, because he would like to learn from other
pupils the way o f organizing a text, choice of words, and making of sentences
(transc 1:5-6). At junior high school, he occasionally read stories and popular science,
but he was still not enthusiastic about reading (transc 1:15). He found interest in reading
only after he entered senior high school, when he felt an urgent need for increasing his
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knowledge (transcl:18). He became interested in news and all kinds o f things. Sports
magazines were his favourite ever since then (transcl:15, 18).
He noticed his increasing interest in reading, but he himself could not explain why
that was the case (transc 1:15). By looking at his interview data, I would argue that an
important reason for this was the need to socialize with his classmates and friends.
According to him,

ijs tx s w ^

m m ,

. . . . « n jm-fiwmmvm,
At that time (senior high school), we very often exchanged information gained from reading
among fellow students. For instance, I read the magazine ‘Reader’ and sports magazines this
week, underlining what I thought important information, and then I would tell my classmates
what I learned from reading them and they told me what they read. We went on like this week
after w eek .. .1 would try to learn by heart history o f football clubs, names o f football stars, etc ...
(transcl:18).

The part of the data quoted above seems to indicate that M l would like to present
himself to his friends as knowledgeable and able to contribute to others’ knowledge. In
order to remain an in-group member of his social circle, he needed to update his
knowledge constantly, which might be a great incentive for his reading. In addition, his
lack of interest in outdoor activities during his secondary school years and the need to
relax himself from the pressure of study (transc 1:15) might have helped his developing
o f an interest in reading.

4.4.2 Learning and Reading in English at School
The primary school that M l went to started giving English lessons from Grade Four.
The textbooks were from Hong Kong, which focused on developing students’ ability of
using the language. Generally, in class the teacher only talked for about ten minutes and
left all the rest of the time for the students to do activities and dialogues. As a result,
after they started secondary school, M l and his school mates did better in listening and
speaking in English than pupils from other schools, who used traditional textbooks in
mainland China. However, M l also found that his vocabulary and grammar was weaker
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than those from other primary schools due to the same reason (transcl :19,21). At junior
and senior high school, M l found English lessons much less enjoyable than those in
primary school. His English teachers emphasized grammar, vocabulary, and the like,
which were to be tested in exams. In senior high school, the texts became longer and the
lessons more oriented to exams (transcl :21, 25). M l recalled that occasionally, his
teacher taught them some techniques of reading texts for reading comprehension
questions in exams, but did not talk about how to read texts in textbooks (transcl :26).
English was the subject that M l was most interested in among all subjects
throughout his primary, secondary and tertiary education, for which he again could not
account (transcl:20). At primary school, his English teacher, who was very friendly
with him, often offered him extra readings such as stories and popular science that were
suitable for primary school pupils. M l did not mind what the reading was about as he
was so fond of English that he liked reading anything in English. In this way, according
to him, he also improved his English. At junior high school, besides English textbooks,
he read supplementary materials for learning English, in which there were also short
texts for him to read. Reading of those texts helped enlarge his vocabulary, improve his
ability in doing exam questions, and increase his knowledge in general (transcl :23). At
senior high school, he hardly had time to read extra English texts, except while doing
reading comprehension exercises for exam preparation (transcl :26).

4.4.3 Reading Practices at University
4.4.3.1 Reading in Chinese
M l studied English for Science and Technology for his first degree. Among the
courses he was required to take, there was a Chinese course, which was designed to lay
foundation for their translation courses. The teacher asked the students to pose
questions on her concerning the texts they were asked to read. There was no restriction
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as to what kind of questions should be asked, so the students often asked questions that
were quite irrelevant to the texts. At the end o f a lesson, the teacher would mention
things that the students missed to ask about, yet she thought necessary to draw the
students attention to, such as good expressions that might be useful for their translation
(transcl :28). M l did not preview the texts before class, but he did simple review after
class. He also studied for a minor degree in Computer Science, the course books of
which were all in Chinese, and he read them quite a lot. Apart from that, reading in
Chinese for academic purposes only took place a couple o f weeks before the end o f term
for exam preparation (transcl :30).
Non-academic reading in Chinese was not done very often during his undergraduate
years. One o f the few things that he read in Chinese was works by Confucius, Mencius
and the like in classical literary style. He found himself increasingly interested in
reading those classics because he liked the thoughts in those works, which provided him
with useful guidance in many aspects of his life, and so he read more and more such
works in his spare time (transcl :30, 47). He used to read all kinds o f news in Chinese
before, but now he read news in English instead, since he chose English as the subject of
his study and one of his tutors required them to do certain amount o f reading in English
after class. Since then, he became used to reading news in English because it enabled
him to gain information and fulfil the tutor’s reading task at one time (transcl :38, 42).

4.4.3.2 Reading in English
As a student o f English, especially a diligent student like M l, he had a lot to read in
English— not only the textbooks, but also other supplementary materials. For instance,
the textbooks for one of his major courses— Intensive Reading, contained papers in
various areas of science and technology. While reading a text before class, he had to
read some background materials in the area that the text involved, or to consult friends
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specializing in that particular area, or otherwise, he could hardly understand the text
(transcl :35). In class, his teachers of this course usually asked the students to critique
the texts they were reading by discussions among themselves on questions such as why
the authors made certain arguments and whether and why they (the students) were for or
against the arguments. Students were also expected to be able to translate the texts into
Chinese after the discussions in class (transcl :36).
Extensive Reading— another main course— was designed to develop students fast
reading skills such as skimming and scanning (transcl :39). In class, students were
asked to read newspaper and magazine articles and the teacher then checked whether
they grasped the useful information from those articles (transcl :39). After class, the
teacher assigned quite a few reading tasks to the students, including three novels a term
with one presentation concerning each novel, and readings in English newspapers and
magazines or websites of the students’ choices. Accordingly, M l and many o f his
classmates started reading English versions o f news, magazines and websites, which
they were interested in and which they used to read in Chinese (transcl :40-42).
Literature course was another one among the courses that influenced M l’s reading.
M l had never had any interest in literary works either in Chinese or English. At first, he
did not enjoy reading novels that the teacher assigned them to read and he could not
appreciate the novels in a way that the teacher taught them to in class, i.e. try to find out
the hidden meanings of the words. Gradually, he tried to appreciate the literary works in
the way taught by his teacher and started enjoying them, which made him believe
heartily what his teacher once said “if you don’t like literary works (in English), that’s
only because your English is not good enough (to appreciate them)” (transcl :42). M l
also found that his life experiences also restricted his understanding o f the literary
works and believed that had he had more social experiences, he would be able to
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appreciate them more fully and deeply (transcl :44). After taking the literature course,
M l became interested in reading short stories in English. He got himself some short
stories to read and tried to follow his teacher’s way o f reading. He even searched the
Internet for pieces of literary criticism related to what he read to check his
understanding (transcl:43-44).
The picture presented above seems to suggest that his reading in English for
academic and non-academic purposes was mingled together and could not easily be
separated from each other. For example, reading o f English news and websites gave him
information and helped him do the fast reading exercises that his teacher required the
students to do. Reading of English short stories brought him enjoyment as well as a
means o f learning to appreciate literary works. As mentioned earlier (in 4.4.2 above),
English was always his favourite subject, and he enjoyed reading in English. During the
first and second year at university, he would still attend to the new words and sentences
while reading in English. In the last two years, he became so used to reading in English
that he read them as if he were reading in Chinese, paying attention to the content only
(transcl: 49).

4.4.4 Summary
On the whole, M l did not read much while he was young14, even though his mother
and sister encouraged it. Instead, he preferred outdoor activities at that time. After
entering secondary school, M l gradually lost interest in outdoor sports such as soccer,
and the reason for that was something he himself could not account for. However, he
was still interested in reading about sports and was eager to exchange his knowledge
with his friends (see 4.4.1 above for more discussion). In fact, he was always interested
in reading about sports— a passion for sports in other words, and had later extended his

14 B efore entering secondary sch ool.
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interest to include current political, economic, and social issues all over the world. He
also tried to read books that may potentially give him guidance for his future life.
M l considered English as his favourite subject at school, and hence chose English
as his major at university. He seemed very enthusiastic about reading in English after he
started learning English— another ruling passion of his, so much so that as long as
something was written in English, he would like to read it (see 4.4.2 above for more
details).
M l seemed to be a very diligent student who would like to spend much time on his
study even when there was not much external pressure o f high stakes exams. For
instance, at university, he always tried to fulfil tutors’ requirements for reading and
other tasks, and would not mind making extra effort in order for better achievement than
just being average. He also tried to make links between his study (what he studied) and
his life (potential uses of the knowledge in his life after graduation).
Having presented M l’s “story”, I turn finally to M 2’s account o f her education and
literacy experiences before she came to the UK. This will then be followed by a
summary o f the four subjects’ reading practices in answer to RQ 1.

4.5 A H istorical A ccount o f M 2’s Experiences o f Learning and
Reading in Two Languages
M2 graduated from a university in the southwest o f China, with a BA in English
Language. Influenced by her parents who were running a company o f their own, M2
would like to enter the business world, but found her undergraduate studies did not
prepare her for the business jobs. That was the reason she chose to do the MSc. in
Management programme as it did not require any prior knowledge o f management,
and prepared students for jobs within the business management field (transdl:10).
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4.5.1 Learning and Reading in Chinese at School
Similarly to E l, E2 and M l, at primary school, M 2’s Chinese lessons involved
learning of Pinyin, characters, sentence-making, etc. In class, students were asked to
read the new characters, words, and texts aloud, to divide a text into sections and to
summarize the main ideas of each section and the central theme o f the whole text. At
secondary school, her Chinese teachers put more emphasis on the analysis of the
implied meanings of a text and the rhetorical devices (transd3:3-4, transd4:2). M2
usually previewed a text before class, except at senior high school when she did not
have enough time for this. While doing preview, she tried to learn new characters, new
words and their Pinyin equivalents, to make sentences with new words, and to divide
the text into sections. In this way, she would be more ready to answer questions that the
teachers might pose in class. She sometimes read reference books accompanying the
textbooks to help her understand the texts and to give her sample sentences made with
new words and some sample answers to questions about the text (transd3:6, transd4:l).
M2 considered her reading after school as very limited (transd3:2). She thought it
was because her grandma15 did not encourage her to read anything extra to textbooks as
long as she learned the textbooks well and got good exam marks, and M2 herself
preferred outdoor activities to reading (transd3:2, 6). Her father once bought her a set of
colourful fairytale books, which aroused her interest in fairytales. Later on, she read
quite a few such books during her primary school years, and even kept on reading some
o f these stories at junior high school (transd3:3). She also read some teen magazines.
Due to her interest in cultures of foreign countries, she read various magazines featuring
foreign cultures. After she entered senior high school, she seldom had time for reading
for pleasure. During summer holidays, however, she read some classic masterpieces,

15 M 2 ’s parents both had busy jo b s, and M 2 spent m ost o f her ch ild h ood w ith her grandparents.
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such as ‘Pride and Prejudice’, ‘Jane Eyre’, ‘The Hunchback o f Notre Dame’, etc.
because her teacher said reading those books would do them good. She also read
biographies o f a couple o f writers that she liked at that time under the influence o f her
friends. In addition, she read supplementary materials that helped her with her study at
school and for preparation of various exams (transd4:3-4).

4.5.2 Learning and Reading in English at School
M2 recalled that she liked English very much when she started learning it
(transd4:7). In the summer before she entered junior high school, she attended an
English course—her first encounter with English— for a month, where she learned the
alphabet and some simple dialogues (transd4:5). At junior high school, during the first
year, students were mainly learning dialogues, and new words that appeared in the
dialogues. From the second year onwards, there were both dialogues and a short text in
each unit. In class, the teacher usually asked the students to listen to the tape with
recorded new words and texts, and then to read them aloud. The teacher then explained
the new words, talked about the sentence structures and grammar appearing in the
dialogues or texts, and translated the texts into Chinese. The teacher also sometimes
played games with the students or taught them to sing English songs in class (transd4:7).
M2 spent quite a lot of time on English: she previewed each lesson before class—trying
to learn the new words and texts by heart, and to understand the texts and grammar; she
did a lot of exercises in the exercise books accompanying the textbooks and in extra
supplementary materials; she often listened to the audio tapes o f the textbooks at home;
she also read short stories and jokes in the supplementary materials (transd4:7-8).
Besides her interest in English, being the assistant to the English teacher was another
important reason for her spending so much time on it, because her classmates usually
turned to her, instead of their teacher, for help when they had questions, and they read
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after her in the reading-aloud session every morning (transd4:8-9).
According to M2, the difference between English lessons at senior high and junior
high schools mainly lay in the way grammar rules and word uses were taught and tested:
i.e., at senior high school, the grammar rules and word senses were more finely
classified and were explained in more detail, and in addition, the exceptions o f general
rules were particularly emphasized (transd4:6, 9).
At senior high school, M2 continued to spend much time on English. She regularly
consulted a reference book recommended by her teacher while previewing and
reviewing English lessons, which provided a lot o f supplementary materials for the
textbooks, such as extra new words, more detailed explanations o f grammar rules. She
read ‘New Concept English’ to further improve her English. She also read a few
simplified versions of classic literary works in English. What she did most in her spare
time was, o f course, doing loads of exercises for the preparation o f various exams and
contests. She also did a lot of listening exercises, and sometimes let the tape keep
playing while she was doing something else (transd4:10-11).

4.5.3 Reading Practices at University
As a student of English Language and Literature, the majority o f the courses were
conducted in English, and the readings for those courses were all in English, too.
Among them, the ‘Intensive Reading’ course was run throughout the four years. M2
usually studied the texts in the course books both before and after class— she looked up
new words in a dictionary, and tried to translate the text into Chinese as her teachers
often asked the students to translate in class; after class, she went through the texts again
and tried to recall the teacher’s version of the translated texts. She would also consult
the reference books designed especially for the course books to help her understand the
texts (transd5:l-2). In class, the tutors sometimes asked students to read the text in order
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to correct their pronunciation. The tutors analyzed the implied meanings o f the texts just
like Chinese teachers did with the Chinese texts in class. And the students were often
asked to paraphrase the texts and to translate them into Chinese (transd5:l-2).
There was also the ‘Extensive Reading’ course, where the tutor taught reading skills
such as skimming, scanning, guessing the meaning o f a word by the affixes and stems,
etc. The tutor asked the students to do reading quizzes in class, so there was no need to
pre-read anything before class. M2 thought skills like skimming and scanning very
essential for the fast reading tasks in exams, and for preparation o f exams, when there
were a lot of materials to study during her undergraduate years (transd5:3).
According to M2, the ‘Intensive Reading’ course was the only course on which she
spent much time after class. For the other English courses, she usually did reading
shortly before the exams or before the essays were due, which was especially true while
she was in her third and fourth years at the university, when she attended more social
activities (transd5:4-5). Besides reading course books and materials assigned by tutors,
she also read in English with a hope to improve her English proficiency in general. For
example, she read magazines such as ‘English Saloon’, and ‘English World’, in which
there were short articles about western cultures and customs, about famous singers or
other public figures, little jokes, poems, and so on. The articles were all written by
native speakers of English, from which she could learn nice words and expressions.
‘Crazy English’ was another magazine that she liked very much, each issue o f which
was always accompanied by audio tapes. She enjoyed listening to the music, excerpts
from films, famous public addresses, poems, etc. in the tapes, and often played them as
a background while doing other things (transd5:5). She read ‘New Concept English’
volume three and four, too. As for volume three, she actually listened to the tape and
tried to write down every word she heard, as a way o f preparing the ‘dictation’ section in
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the ‘English Proficiency Test for English Majors Band Four’. She read volume four
with an attempt to learn the texts by heart, which she thought could help her in writing.
She also read volume four in a way to exercise her skill o f translation— as she read, she
translated every sentence (transd5:6). She read English novels too, as one of her tutors
for ‘Intensive Reading’ course required them to. She read four simplified versions of
novels every month and wrote reports16 on what she read according to her tutor’s
requirements (transd5:5). M2 commented that her extra reading in English was mostly
for the purpose of improving her English reading, writing, and vocabulary; and that,
these readings were after all more interesting and closer to real life, and consequently
more attractive to her than textbooks (transd5:9).
Apart from the courses related to English Language and Literature, there were
courses delivered in Chinese. Although she normally read the course books only before
exams, there were a couple of courses, such as ‘Introduction to Law’, which interested
her especially, so that she read the course materials before attending the lectures
(transd5:5). Though reading was not one o f her interests, she read quite often during her
undergraduate years, the fourth year in particular, because after she compared herself
with her friends, she felt an urgent need to broaden her vision and knowledge by reading
(transd5:12). She read novels recommended by her friends, books by authors who
interest her, magazines for university students, fashion magazines, and so on. Reading
news online was an indispensable part of her daily life, and she also sometimes read
online novels (transd5:11).
To sum up, similarly to E2, M2 was mainly raised by her grandparents, who did not
encourage her to do extracurricular reading as long as she achieved good school results.
Therefore, M2 always preferred social and outdoor activities to reading. Influenced by

16 T he reports should contain a biography o f the author, the background for the w riting o f the b ook , a sum m ary o f the
story, and a reflection on it (transd5:5).

Chapter Four: Past Experiences and Past Activity System

-124-

her teachers and some friends, M2 started paying more attention to reading after she
entered secondary school when she found her reading was more limited than some of
her friends (transd4:3-4). Also like E2, reading had never been a very important part of
M 2’s life.
M2 was a diligent student at school, especially for subjects that she liked (e.g.
English as her favourite subject). She was also hardworking at university, spending
most of her time on academic works in the first two years. During the third and fourth
years, she was more attracted to social life but still managed to get some o f her work
done rather than put everything off until just before the deadlines or exams and also
managed to read something in addition to the course books (transd5:4-5, 9).

4.5.4 Summary of the Four Subjects— RQ 1
Having retold all four subjects’ past experiences of education and literacy in turn, I
will now try to answer RQ 1 ( What were the main reading practices o f the subjects
before they came to the UK?) by summarizing their reading practices in relation to each
o f the three stages of their education in China.
At primary school stage, only El took reading as a serious hobby, due to the
influence o f her father, who also loved reading. Reading was E l ’s main pastime and she
was especially fond of literary works and read Chinese classics from a young age. She
mainly read what her father bought for her and what was available in her father’s
collection. As a result she read more extensively than most of her peers, which made her
feel that the Chinese lessons at school were very easy to handle. The other three subjects
reported that they did not read much at this stage and preferred outdoor activities to
reading. In E2 and M 2’s cases, it was mainly because their caretakers did not encourage
them to read; whereas in M l’s case, he did not want to read much even if his mother and
sister urged him to. When they did read, E2 and M2 preferred fairytales and story books,
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whereas M l preferred collected compositions by pupils o f a similar age group as a way
of improving his writing and of learning about what others’ lives were like. E2 and M2
also reported that they read the same sort of collected compositions by other pupils as
M l did, but only as a reference book when they had a writing task to fulfil.
At the secondary school stage, due to the huge pressure o f school work and exam
preparation, all four subjects reported that they had little time for extracurricular
reading. They spent most of their time doing exercises for different subjects, including a
lot o f reading comprehension exercises in both Chinese and English. E l, E2 and M2
reported that they did light reading to relax their brains when they could afford the time,
such as teen magazines, stories, cartoons, and so on. M l developed an interest in
reading sports news and also news in other areas during that period o f time, which has
remained as his habit since. The reason for that was, as he recalled, to be able to
exchange information and knowledge among the group o f his friends and classmates.
All subjects were studying English at that stage (with E2 and M l starting English
lessons at primary school). E l reported that she seldom read in English in addition to
school work, as she was too fond o f reading in Chinese to develop an interest in reading
in English. E2 did not read in English in addition to her school work either, because she
did not do any extra school work apart from what the teachers required her to as a rule.
M l and M2, both considering English as their favourite subject at school, always sought
opportunities to read in English, but mainly with a purpose o f improving their English
(e.g. to learn more new words, to read faster, to learn more grammar, etc.).
At the tertiary level, all subjects reported that they had a lot o f time exploring
whatever they would like to read in Chinese and/or English. E l read even more widely
now that she was not restricted to her father’s collection. She touched upon politics,
philosophy, and the like, in addition to literary works. She even read political writings
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that were forbidden by the authorities from being circulated, because she believed that
as a young student with independent judgement and outlook, she should not restrict
herself only to readings that were approved by the authorities. M l steadily developed
his interest in reading at this stage. He started reading works by ancient Chinese
philosophers and trying to connect the readings to his everyday life. Reading in Chinese
for non-academic purposes increased in E2 and M 2’s cases, as they realized their
limited general knowledge in comparison with some o f their friends. In a sense, the
reading was done more out of a need to assimilate themselves with people to whom they
looked up, than out o f a need to satisfy their personal interests. Or in other words, these
data can be seen as indicating that it does not seem appropriate to consider reading as
only residing in the private sphere of one’s life. Instead, the activity o f reading can be
seen as capable o f being influenced by one’s social needs such as a desire to present
oneself as a knowledgeable or learned person, a desire to be part o f a certain peer group,
a fear o f being excluded from a conversation o f a popular topic, etc., especially when
one is not a real book lover. As for academic reading in Chinese, E l, E2 and M2 usually
read course materials shortly before exams, unless they were especially interested in the
courses; E2 (majoring in History) also read her textbooks as story books; M l was the
most diligent student among the four. He usually followed the tutors’ reading
requirements rather than postponed everything till shortly before the exams, and he
even read extra materials in order to learn better.
As E l , M l and M2 all majored in English, they needed to do quite a lot of academic
reading in English. Most of their courses were related to the English language (reading,
writing, listening, speaking, translation, interpreting, grammar, etc.), and literature.
E l ’s attitude towards academic reading in English was similar to what she had towards
academic reading in Chinese, i.e. she was unwilling to spend more time than necessary
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on uninteresting subjects in order to pass them. M l again always made effort to fulfil
and go beyond tutors’ reading requirements. Moreover, academic and non-academic
reading was mingled together as he started to switch to the English versions o f what he
normally read in Chinese (such as news, sports, etc.). E2 and M 2’s reading in English at
university continued to serve mainly the purpose o f improving their English proficiency
and especially for the preparation o f exams (as at the secondary school level), rather
than for information or pleasure.
In short, the summary above seems to indicate that, while similarities existed in
various aspects of their reading practices, the subjects also all differed from each other
in various ways in this respect (cf. Parry & Su, 1998). In what follows, I will pull all
their “stories” together in order to reconstruct the activity system o f the contexts in
which the subjects’ education and literacy experiences took place, in answer to RQ 2
and as a preparation for the discussion in the subsequent chapters o f their current
literacy practices in the AS of the masters’ programmes at Lancaster University. As will
be seen, many of the “background” features of the subjects’ reading practices identified
here can be seen to have an enduring existence in terms o f their subsequent reading
practices in the UK. As such, it will be possible to begin to see how the perspective used
in this study can help to throw light on literacy practices —such as the way the past
literacy history of the readers affects their current practices - in a way which more
traditional research approaches tend to leave out o f the picture.

4.6 The Past AS
The summary o f the four subjects’ past experiences from an activity theory
perspective which follows does not aim to generalize the activity system o f the Chinese
education system from the four cases, nor to capture every aspect o f those activity
systems due to the limitation of retrospective interviews, but to gain an overview of the
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key features o f the activity systems that the subjects once belonged to. I will take into
account all three stages of education (i.e. primary, secondary, and tertiary) in the
discussion of the components in the activity system, because firstly, they all contributed
to the formation of the subjects’ educational experiences in China, and secondly, the
educational experiences at different stages as a whole will constitute the basis o f the
analysis o f the subjects’ literacy practices in the UK. In this way, I am making it
possible for comparisons and contrasts to be made in the subsequent chapters between
the past and current activity systems the subjects have been involved in, within the
overall purpose of investigating what shapes the subjects’ academic reading
experiences.

4.6.1 ‘Subject’
The ‘subject’ in the activity system consists o f the four Chinese students— E l, E2,
M l, and M2— at the starting point of their postgraduate studies at Lancaster
University. As I have summarized the characteristics o f each o f the four students in the
foregoing sections (see 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, and 4.5 above), here, I will only briefly mention
again their self-perceptions of themselves as students, and their attitudes towards
learning and towards reading, which, as will be seen, turned out to be crucial to their
later academic reading experiences during their master’s studies (see e.g., sections
6.4.1.1, 7.3.1.1, 8.3.1.1 below).
Among the four subjects, El was the most confident, who trusted and depended
more on her own judgment than on the teachers’, and hence did not bother to spend
much time on the subjects that did not interest her. For this reason, she was the most
careless among the four about her study at university17, i.e. she only spent time on

17 At the primary and secondary lev el, students had no ch oice but to fo llo w teach ers’ instructions in order to prepare
for various exam s. N ot until they enter the university, do the students get som e control over tim e allocation.
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subjects in which she had some interest or the tutor o f which delivered very good
lectures; otherwise she only made minimum effort as to be adequate to pass the course
assessment.
In contrast, E2 was the least confident in her academic abilities and tended to rely
on teachers’ instructions greatly. She viewed herself as average student and was
satisfied with herself being average. As a result, she seldom made any initiatives in her
study or did any extra work in addition to what was assigned by the teachers; she
neither made extra effort for better results for subjects she liked, nor did she make less
effort than what was required by the teachers for subjects she did not like.
M l was probably the most diligent student among them all. He always tried to fulfil
teachers’ requirements for reading and other tasks and tried his best to study all subjects
whether he liked them or not, even at university when there were very few high stakes
exams to force him to study.
M2 was also diligent, though not as much as M l, in that she normally tried to fulfil
tutors’ requirements, and was willing to make extra effort for better achievement. Most
noticeably, she made a lot of effort in trying to improve her English proficiency ever
since she started learning English, by reading various extra materials and doing a lot of
extra exercises.
As regards their attitudes to reading, El was interested in reading ever since she was
very young and had always been interested in reading literary works. However, she
never liked reading in English either for improving her English or for pleasure. M l had
also developed his interest in reading gradually, and was especially interested in reading
news and things that would provide guidance for his everyday life. In contradistinction
to E l, M l was so fond of reading in English that he preferred to read in English
whenever he had a choice between the Chinese and English versions. E2 and M2 read
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more and more as they grew older because they realized their reading had been limited
while they were younger. Though they read newspapers, magazines, and other things
that interested them, reading did not seem to be a very important part o f their lives. Or in
other words, they would normally prefer some other forms o f entertainment over
reading. They read English mainly in order to improve their English proficiency rather
than for pleasure or information.

4.6.2 ‘Object’
It is difficult to talk precisely about the ‘object’ o f three different stages o f education
at one time. Here, I am only trying to present a rough picture o f the common ‘object’ of
different stages and perhaps also some aspects that were peculiar to a certain stage, with
special reference to the learning of Chinese and English.

4.6.2.1 Primary and Secondary Education
According to the four subjects, teaching o f Chinese and Chinese reading at school
was very much stereotyped as well as exam-oriented18 (transal:3, 6, 12, transb3:7-9,
transcl: 13). Except in lower grades at primary school when the emphasis was on
learning new Chinese characters, words and sentences (transal :2 ,4, transb3:5), Chinese
lessons mainly aimed to teach students how to divide a text into several sections
logically, to summarize main ideas of each paragraph and each section and the theme of
the whole text, and to answer other types of comprehension questions. The primary
reason why these things got taught in Chinese lessons was because they would be tested

18A s E l said in her interview s, “in m y d ays, (teaching o f C h in ese) w as m ainly exam -oriented. T extbooks were used
for d eca d es w ithout any change. The m odel o f teaching rem ained m ostly unchanged. In secondary sch ool as in
prim ary sc h o o l, what w e did in class w as still old stu ff like sum m arizing main ideas and them es. T eaching o f C hinese
reading in cla ss w as a kind o f m echanical training o f d oin g com p reh en sion ex ercises— students w ere asked to read
p assages and to answ er q u estion s d esign ed by im itating exam q u estio n s.’
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in Chinese exams at different stages (transal:6, 12, transb3:7-9, transcl: 13-14). The
same was true also for other subjects including English—teaching o f English was very
much influenced by exams. Although they started English lessons by learning simple
dialogues for daily use, all four subjects reported that the main tasks in English
lessons were learning new words, set phrases, sentence patterns and grammar, because
the ultimate purpose of their learning was to get ready for the College Entrance Exams
(transal: 14-17, transc 1:21, transd4:7). E2 mentioned that English was the subject on
which she spent the biggest portion of her time after class, and the time spent on
learning English was basically dedicated to doing all kinds o f English exercises,
checking the answers and analyzing why she did some exercises wrong so as to avoid
the same mistakes again (transb4:10). In other words, she seemed to consider learning
English as almost equal to training herself to get all exercise questions and hence exam
questions correct. The other three also reported doing piles and piles of English
exercises

and mock tests after class (transal: 10, 13, transb4:9, transcl:5-9,

transd4:8-ll). Such exercises all, more or less, bore resemblance to exam questions,
and were intended to prepare the students for exams.
In short, the way Chinese was taught was generally similar in all four cases at both
primary and secondary levels. Although how English was taught and learned may have
differed according to the resources available19, the overall ‘object’ o f teaching and
learning at the secondary level was to get ready for the College Entrance Exam. The
time they spent on English was mainly used to do all kinds o f exercises for exam
preparation, and whether they would read anything extra in English depended on the

19 The east and south coastal areas are u su ally m ore d evelop ed than the inner areas, and therefore m ore resources
m ay be availab le in the former, such as up-to-date textb ook s, p ublished m aterials in E n glish, better qualified English
teachers, etc.
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availability o f the materials and their personal interest20. On the whole, the primary and
secondary education seemed to share one common ‘object’— getting prepared for
exams at different levels and for the College Entrance Exams eventually; only that at the
secondary level, education was even more exam-oriented

than

in primary

schools— students were drowned in a sea of exercises in order to prepare for the College
Entrance Exams. It seemed that the teachers and students were both aiming at achieving
this ‘object’.

4.6.2.2 Tertiary Education
At the tertiary level, ideally speaking and also as officially acknowledged by the
Chinese Ministry of Education, the ‘object’ o f higher education in China is to cultivate
humanistic, creative and physically and mentally healthy human talents with upright
moral sense and advanced specialized knowledge 2 1 . However, as the Vice-Minister of
•

Education has pointed out, this ideal ‘object’ was neither widely recognized, nor put
into daily practice22. Although it would be difficult to know how the teachers think
about this ‘object’ from my interview data, it is quite clear that E l and E2 were not
likely to work at this ideal ‘object’. Take El as an example first. She did not take many
courses very seriously if they were either not important or useful core courses, or the
lectures were boring, or the courses were too easy or too difficult for her (transal :20,22,

20 Take E l as an exam ple. Sh e reported that no authentic reading m aterials in E nglish w ere availab le w h en she w as at
secon dary sch o o l. A nd b esid es, she w as not interested in reading in English at all sin ce sh e w a s too fond o f C hinese
literature to also be interested in reading in English (tra n sa l: 15).
A / i A H A A f n i f fr:J -/ifi'JW \\& tsLfJA / I . ..Jft 21
f t i Z f r o T he fundam ental task for C h in ese universities in the 2 1 st century is to cu ltivate a large num ber o f
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23, 25)— for instance, she did not go to some classes, or she was doing something else
in class instead of listening to the lecturers (transal :20, 21); she did not study for some
courses until a couple of weeks before the exams, and the way she studied for these
courses was just to copy lecture notes from others and to learn by heart what might
appear in the exams (transal :22, 23). However, she did study some courses carefully
because they were essential core courses, as she said, “you had to study these core
courses o f your subject area because you need to take the exams” (transal:22). When
she was really interested in certain courses, or the lectures were very enlightening and
exciting, she would spend time on them very willingly (transal :24-26).
In E2’s case, as a history student, during term time she read various history course
books in the same way as she read novels because she was very interested in history and
always saw history as stories, and toward the end of term, she learned by heart answers
o f possible exam questions in preparation for exams (transb4:11,14,15). For most other
courses, she rarely or never read on them during term time. If the form o f assessment
was exams, she started trying to memorize whatever might be tested in the exams a
couple of weeks before (transb4:15); if they were asked to write essays, she started
searching and reading reference books when the deadline was approaching (transb4:16).
In doing her writing tasks, she did not try very hard to do her best because she did not
think it necessary to take all the trouble just to get a high mark (transb4:19). For
instance, once she did not read any reference books before writing, and another time,
she just read one book for an essay, though normally she would read three to four; and it
usually took her two to three days to finish an essay o f two to three thousand words
(transb4:14-16).
From El and E2’s experiences of university studies, it seems that they did not care
much about what they learned, how much they learned, or how well they learned. What
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mattered was to get through the assessment o f all subjects with minimal effort. Beyond
that, they invested time and energy happily in whatever they were interested in. It was
very likely that the exploration of personal interests would contribute to their overall
development as a person. Yet the more obviously recognizable ‘object’ o f E l and E2’s
from their point of view was to get their first degree for its own sake without much
consideration of their personal development, which was absolutely different from the
proposed official ‘object’ of Chinese higher education. It may not be difficult to
understand why E l and E2 had such an ‘object’ considering their education experiences
throughout the years at primary and secondary schools23 when the primary purpose of
schooling was to prepare for various exams. And it may not be easy for them as new
university students to realize that the purpose o f their study at university could be and
should be different now that they did not face anything like the College Entrance
Exams.
Compared to E l and E2, M l and M2 were more concerned about their studies in
that they were willing to invest time and energy in doing the reading and other tasks that
their tutors assigned, and they were even doing extra tasks to improve their learning.
M l, in particular, also made links between what he studied and his real life situation.
For instance, after he studied some essays in classical literary Chinese by people like
Confucius, Sun Zi24, and Mencius25, he tried to read more works by them and kept
thinking about the messages conveyed in them and how they could be used to enlighten
his real-world life (transcl:47). Since he chose to study English at university, he
switched to English language websites for the news and other things that he read
regularly so that he could be informed about the areas that he was interested in and to

23 That is tw elv e years altogether.
24 T h ey w ere great C h in ese thinkers o f the Spring and Autum n Period (around 7 0 0 -4 0 0 B C ).
25 H e w a s C o n fu c iu s’ student— a great thinker o f the Warring States Period (around 4 0 0 -2 0 0 B C ).
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fulfil his tutor’s reading requirements (transc 1:38-40). Though not as hard-working as
M l was, M2 was neither as unconcerned about her study as E l and E2 were,
considering all the extra reading she did for her study (see 4.5.3 above). There may still
be gaps between the ‘object’ that M l and M2 were working at and the officially stated
‘object’, but they were at least doing something more than just trying to get a degree
with minimum effort.

4.6.3 ‘Mediating Artefacts’
At the primary and secondary levels, the most salient ‘mediating artefacts’ were
textbooks and incredibly large number of exercise books and mock tests as all four of
them mentioned in their interviews (transal:13, transb4:5, 8, transcl: 13-14, 21,
transd3:5, transd4:5-7, 8-10); the form of assessment was always exams and exams only.
At the tertiary level, although textbooks still prevailed, there were also various other
forms of artefacts such as lecture handouts, library resources, reading lists, and so on
(transal:20, 24, transb4:14, 16, transcl:35-38, transd5:l-4, 7-9). For instance, M l read
news and other information that interested him in English websites very often, partly
because of his tutor’s reading requirements and partly because o f his own interest
(transcl :38, 40, 50-51). M2 read online news in Chinese regularly and sometimes
online novels, and often used the Internet to search for reference materials when she
wrote academic essays (transd5:7, 11). As for assessment, exams were still in a
dominant position, but essays also became an indispensable part in the assessment
system, especially for the final stage of most degree courses— dissertation
(transal:20-25, transb4:13-17, transc4:4-6, transd5:7-9).
Teacher’s talk dominated the teaching sessions throughout the three levels o f
education according to the four subjects. This was especially the case at the primary and
secondary levels, with probably one exception, i.e. M l’s English lessons at primary
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school, where the teacher only talked for about ten minutes and then the students would
be doing all kinds of dialogues and role-plays. At the tertiary level, M l mentioned that
there were a couple of courses where the tutors let the students initiate discussions in
class instead o f the tutors giving lectures (transcl :27, 35). However, E l did not mention
any course with seminar or class discussion as a supplementary form o f organizing the
class, while E2 mentioned one course in which the tutor attempted to encourage
students’ discussion without much success as E2 and her classmates were not willing to
discuss in class (transb4:15). E l ’s opinion about learning and knowledge may throw
some light on the reason why some students do not like discussions in class: E l thought
she could gain much knowledge from lecturing if the tutor delivered really infectious
and enlightening lectures, even though the tutors might not pay any attention to the
students’ reaction to his/her talk, and that was why she always preferred lecturing to
discussions (transal :25).

4.6.4 ‘Community’, ‘Division of Labour’, and ‘Rule’
In China, generally speaking, the lower level a school belongs to in the education
system, the simpler the constitution of the ‘community’. For example, at primary school
and most junior high school, pupils were usually from the same neighbourhood

26

(transb3:3, 6). At the secondary level (especially senior high schools), students may
come from different areas of the same city or even from other cities, especially when the
school is a very good one or a boarding school, such as in E l ’s case. At the tertiary level,
the students were usually from all over the country, which is particularly true for top
universities. The students and teachers usually shared the same language—mandarin
Chinese, and the same nationality.

26 It is a gu id ing principle for primary and jun ior m iddle sch ool to enrol pu p ils from nearby neighbouring areas,
w h ich is stipulated by C h in ese law s and regulations.
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In terms of ‘division of labour’, it was usually teachers who gave instructions and
students who followed instructions (transal:2, 14, and 15, transb3:4). According to E2,
she followed teachers’ instructions only, and did not do any extra homework after
school (transb3:14). Sometimes she even did less than the teachers’ requirements
(transb4:3). At university, both E l and E2 reported that they enjoyed spending time on
things that interested them, and did not study uninteresting or unimportant subjects until
just before exams or essay deadlines (also see 4.6.2 above). In short, they were unlikely
to take the initiative to learn something unless they were really interested in it. In
contrast, M l and M2 took more responsibility and initiative in their study than E l and
E2 did at university, in that they were willing to make efforts in doing more than what
the tutors required. It seemed to indicate that diligent students still exist at the tertiary
level, who study willingly without external forces.
As far as ‘rule’ is concerned, under the exam-oriented education practices, different
parties, including the administrators, teachers, and students, seemed to come to a
consensus that what mattered most was to improve students’ exam scores especially in
the College Entrance Exams. What the teachers did in class and what the students were
asked to do in and after class all seemed to revolve around exams (transal:7-9, 12, 14,
15, transb3:5, 9, 12, transb4:l, 3). After entering universities, an obvious change on E l
and E2’s part was that study was no longer the primary concern o f theirs. Both E l and
E2 mentioned that they had a lot of time of their own, when they could do whatever they
liked, unlike at secondary school when they had to do endless work to prepare for
exams. M2 shifted her emphasis on study to social life since her third year at university.
So at the tertiary level, the ‘rule’ seemed to be that as long as the students could make
sure to get through the assessment of all subjects, the tutors did not seem to care much
about how the students used their time. Take El as an example, she dealt with the ‘rule’
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very well. Since exam was the most common form o f assessment, the most important
thing for her was to make sure that she got hold o f the lecture notes from her classmates,
or went to the sessions when the tutors were talking about the topics covered in the
exams, and learned everything by heart before the exams. Apart from that, she could
choose to skip whatever sessions that she was not interested in as long as the tutors
would not easily be able notice her absence, not to read any boring textbooks except for
studying for the exams, not to go to the library, and so on. The other three subjects also
seemed to manage their own priorities and the assessment requirements.

Mediating artefacts:
Lectures, exams, textbooks
with occasional seminars or
discussions, essay writing, and
various types o f readings

Object:
Good performances in various exams,
especially the College Entrance Exams
at the primary and secondary levels
Bachelor’s degree at the tertiary level

Subject:
Student(s)

Rule:

Division o f labour:

Conventions and norms in
exam-oriented education
system

Tutors’ control, with some
students’ responsibility and
initiative

Community:
Mono-linguistic and national group o f
students and teachers/tutors

Figure 4.1 The activity system o f Chinese education system at three levels.

Figure 4.1 above summarizes the six components o f the activity system o f the
education system at three levels in China on the basis of the four cases this study is
concerned with. In the following section, I will explore whether and how each
component of the activity system played a role in the subjects’ reading practices, in
order to answer the RQ 2— What aspects in the context (in terms o f the activity system

Chapter Four: Past Experiences and Past Activity System

- 139 -

model) have played what role in the shaping o f the subjects’reading practices prior to
their arrival in the UK?

4.6.5 Roles of the Components in the Subjects’ Reading Practices
4.6.5.1 Family Factor— Pre-schooling Stage
Before tapping into the components of the activity system o f the Chinese
education system, it may be worth mentioning the contribution o f the family factor in
the subjects’ reading practices before they entered the formal school system, as the
analysis so far indicated that the subjects’ attitude towards reading seemed to take
shape before they started formal schooling. E l ’s enthusiasm for reading Chinese
literature was first developed as a result of her father’s influence, and was growing
steadily ever since. Her love for Chinese literature was so strong that she never
developed any taste for reading in English. E2 and M2, on the contrary, did not like
reading very much, and one important reason for that was their grandparents—their
main caretakers— did not encourage them to read. M l’s case was an exception, in that
his mother encouraged him to read, but he still did not show interest in reading until
he started secondary school. There were of course, other contributing factors, which
will be discussed in due course. The family factor should still be acknowledged as one
o f the contributing factors, though it was not one o f the components in the activity
system.

4.G.5.2 The Role o f the ‘Object’
The ‘object’ of the activity system at the primary and secondary levels was to get
prepared for various exams and eventually the College Entrance Exams. To achieve
this ‘object’, the students had to spend most o f their time reading books related to
school work and exams, and doing piles and piles o f exercises. In this sense, the
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‘object’ was a powerful factor that shaped the subjects’ reading practices. In addition,
the effect of the ‘object’ at the primary and secondary levels even extended to the
tertiary level, which made some students (such as E l and E2, see 4.6.2 above for
details) unable to adjust to the ideal and official ‘object’ o f the higher education, and
which also influenced some students’ reading practices at university (see sections
4.2.4, 4.3.4 above for details).

4.6.S.3 The Role o f the ‘Community’
The analysis o f the four cases above seems to show that both teachers and peers
(fellow students, friends, etc.) played an important role in the subjects’ reading
practices, especially in E2, M l and M 2’s cases. As all three o f them did not develop a
habit/hobby o f reading at home, they began to realize the need for extracurricular
reading after their teachers reminded and encouraged them to do so, especially after
they started learning to write compositions. Although not all students may follow the
teachers’ advice closely and start reading widely (such as E2), they all seemed to be
influenced by their peers. For instance, E2 and M2 felt the real need for wider reading
after they found that they read far less than their fellow students; M l read about sports
and current affairs so that he would not be left out o f his friends’ conversations. What
they read might also very much depend on their friends’ recommendation, or what
their friends were reading or owning at the moment. Teachers may play another role in
students’ reading—by delivering interesting and enlightening talks, they aroused the
students’ interest in certain areas, which may last throughout the students’ lifetime
(both E2 and M2 were cases in point). Teachers might also discourage students from
reading things that the teachers thought irrelevant to the school works or exams, which
could be viewed as another effect of the ‘object’ o f the activity system.
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4.6.5.4 The Role o f the ‘Rule7and ‘Division o f Labour’
As the ‘rule’ was so closely related to the ‘object’, its role also seems to have been
similar to that of the ‘object’s’. Therefore, I will not discuss it here again. With regard
to the role of the ‘division of labour’, throughout the three stages o f education, most
reading materials (related to school or academic works) were assigned or
recommended by the teachers/tutors. Some students might also take some initiative to
search for their own references while writing essays or dissertations (all four subjects
reported that they had done this). M l, as the most diligent student among the four,
even took the trouble of searching extra readings in order to better understand the
lectures. On the whole, it seemed that teachers/tutors took most responsibility in
deciding what and how the students read, whereas some students were also willing to
take some initiatives in this respect.

4.7 Conclusion
This chapter has first of all presented a detailed picture o f the four research
subjects’ experiences o f learning and reading in Chinese and English, aimed at
answering RQ 1 ( What were the main reading practices o f the subjects before they
came to the UK?) (see 4.2.5,4.3.5,4.4.4,4.5.4, and 4.6.1 above for summaries about the
four subjects). Also, in order to attempt to answer RQ 2 ( What aspects in the context (in
terms o f the activity system model) have played what role in the shaping o f the subjects ’
reading practices prior to their arrival in the UK?), the education system in China has
been analysed from an activity theory perspective, and the roles o f the components in
the AS explored to see whether and how they have contributed to the students’ reading
practices.
In general, the data have shown that, on the one hand, there were important
individual differences in terms of the subjects’ education and literacy experiences, i.e.
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they had different attitudes towards and priority in terms o f reading and learning, which
led to differences in school and non-school based literacy practices; on the other hand,
the role of reading in their prior education, i.e. their school-based literacy practices,
especially reading in English, seemed a largely exam-oriented instrumental one. It is
therefore plausible to assume that the combination of these two factors will affect the
ways in which the subjects handle their academic reading practices in the UK setting.
The relationship between the subjects’ past education and literacy experiences and their
later academic reading experiences in their subsequent study in the UK will therefore be
explored in Chapters 5 to 8.
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Chapter Five: The Activity Systems of the Two Masters’
Programmes
5.1 Introduction
After exploring the activity system in which the subjects’ reading activities were
taking place in China, I now turn to a discussion o f the activity system which the
subjects became a part of after they started their masters’ studies in the UK. This
chapter mainly addresses RQ 3 ( What are the main kinds o f academic reading practices
which the students experience in a UK university setting?) and RQ 4 ( What are the
features o f the activity system o f a m aster’s programme in a UK university in
comparison with and in contrast to the activity system that the subjects used to belong
to in China?). As such, it attempts to explore the subjects’ reading practices in general1

1 In contrast to the reading for the purpose o f w riting assign m en ts in particular w h ich w ill b e d iscu ssed in Chapters

Chapter Five: Activity Systems o f the Two Masters’ Programmes

- 14 4-

in Lancaster University, and to analyse the two masters’ programmes that the subjects
were studying from an activity theory perspective. To do so, I will first o f all briefly
mention the subjects’ “daily round” in the UK, then move on to a discussion o f the
reading practices that the subjects were experiencing during their stay in the UK, and
finally, an analysis of the masters’ programmes as activity systems. In addition to a
discussion of each of the components of the AS, the latter also examines the
relationships between some of them, in order to identify the contradictions and
discontinuity between the Chinese AS and the Lancaster AS. The analysis o f the AS of
these two programmes will also form the basis for the analysis o f the subjects’
academic reading for assignment writing which will be provided in the subsequent
three chapters.

5.2 Life in a Sm all Town in the North o f England
As argued in Chapter 2, following the NLS tradition, it is advisable to look at
different aspects o f people’s lives in order to better understand their literacy practices,
as literacy is often a part of everyday life, fulfilling various roles, and thus cannot be
separated from it and be studied in isolation. For the Chinese students that this study is
concerned with, literacy, and academic literacy in particular, was definitely an
important part of their daily life. Therefore, a brief discussion o f the students’ lives in
the UK in general may help us understand their academic reading practices.
With very different background and experiences, the four subjects came to a small
town in the northwest o f England (Lancaster) to study for their masters’ degrees. E l and
E2, both coming from big cities in China, found life in Lancaster very quiet and
boring— for example, shops closed very early in the evening2 except a couple o f

6, 7 and 8.
2 U n lik e in C hina, w here sh op s usually clo se at around 10 pm.
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supermarkets; eating out was too expensive; the primary form o f entertainment, i.e.
drinking in pubs, proved to be unpleasant as well as expensive (personal
communications with E l and E2, October, December, 2004). In contrast, M l and M2,
who also studied in universities in big cities in China though originally coming from
what are called medium-sized cities in China3, did not complain about the ‘boring life’
in Lancaster as El and E2 did. The only impression I have got from their interviews in
this respect was ‘what a busy life they were leading’ studying in the MSc. in
Management programme. M2 reported that:
I have no time for anything other than reading materials related to the courses. ... Except for
going to classes, I spend almost all my time reading course books till late at night, like two or
three o ’clock, every day. Even so, I could not always finish reading. ... We have case studies
to do every day. ... I w ill finish doing case studies ... even if I have to stay up till four o ’clock
in the morning ... because I don’t want to be the one who does not contribute to the group
work. ... I would prefer to go to sleep whenever I have spare tim e.. .(transdl:10-12).

E l pointed out that the biggest difference o f all from the life in China was the
language. Almost everything that came into sight in public places was in English—road
signs, posters, advertisements, newspapers, magazines, books, food labels, etc. Even E l,
M l and M2, all of whom studied English language for their first degree, still
complained that they had difficulty in understanding and communicating with local
people (e.g. shop assistants, fellow students, lecturers, etc.) (transc2:14, transd2:5).
Nevertheless, on the whole, despite living in an English-speaking environment, and
studying in the medium of English, they reported that they maintained a mother
tongue-based social ‘world’. For instance, most o f their friends were Chinese; they
preferred to cook Chinese meals whenever they could afford the time for cooking; they
(except M l4) preferred to browse Chinese websites for news, novels, music, etc., and
would rather watch Chinese or sometimes Korean and Japanese movies and TV serials
than hang out in pubs. However, the differences and inconvenience that they felt in life

3 M 2 had a lso on ce lived in a sm all tow n w hen she w as very young.
4 T h e reason for this has been exp lain ed in section 4 .4 above, and w ill also be d iscu ssed in section 5.3 below .
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did not seem important compared to the main purpose o f their stay here, i.e. to make the
most out of the masters’ programmes that they were doing, for which they have paid
such high tuition fees (transbl: 12, transdl: 11).
Yet they still would like to be closer to the local life and to have more opportunities
to find part-time jobs for money to travel around, so E l and E2 moved from campus
accommodation to town shortly after the beginning o f the first term, which also saved
them a substantial amount of money on accommodation (personal communications
with E l and E2, October 2004). At the beginning, M2 had also thought about getting a
part-time job so that she could have more contact with the society here. After all, she
may not have much chance to live abroad after her graduation (transdl :1). But she did
not manage to get a job since she seldom had time to look for one seriously. M l had not
mentioned any intention of having a part-time job. But a big fan o f Manchester United
and o f football games in general, he took the advantage of living near Manchester and
became a member of a certain club for Manchester United so that he was entitled to get
very cheap tickets for the games played in the home stadium for Manchester United,
which I think may be his way of getting contact with the local society (transc5:3).
E2, M l and M2 had all attended a four-week pre-sessional summer course before
they started their masters’ studies. M l and M2 thought the writing classes were very
useful in teaching them to avoid making claims without support or evidence, to
organize the essay, to be critical about the readings, to do the referencing properly, etc.
(transc2:l, 4-5, transdl: 1-3, 8). E2 felt the course beneficial more psychologically than
linguistically. It mainly helped her adjust to the new living as well as academic
environment in the UK, and offered her opportunity to make Chinese friends to ease her
loneliness and homesickness. Otherwise she could not start her new life so smoothly,
since she was not a flexible person who got used to new things easily (transbl:1, 2).
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Feeling similarly, M2 commented that “the course helped me get used to the teaching
methods here very quickly and informed me o f some thoughts o f the tutors here, which
put me in a far better position than if I had started the formal programme right away
(transdl :1)”. In addition to the benefits for her academic study, M2 also found that the
four-week course provided her with the time to get herself adjusted to living on her own.
During that time, she found herself very busy every day—learning to cook, buying
groceries and other things to settle herself down, dealing with bank accounts and police
registration, getting used to the life style here, and so on (transdl:8, 10).
Life in the UK as experienced by the four subjects and summarized above turned
out to provide useful background for the discussion of the subjects’ academic reading
experiences to be presented in the subsequent chapters. It seemed to indicate that they
were encountered with an environment (academically and non-academically) where
there were unfamiliar and new elements, such as the language in use, the educational
culture, the pressure of handling life alone abroad and coping with academic studies in
a foreign country, which might take them some time to get used to and might affect
their academic studies to a certain extent. Equally important to our understanding of
their academic reading for the purpose of writing assignments if not more so, was the
subjects’ reading and academic reading practices in general, which I will now turn to
discuss in the following section.

5.3 R eading Practices in General
In this part, I will mainly explore the main kinds o f academic reading practices
that the subjects experienced, and also briefly their non-academic reading practices in
answer to the RQ 3 . 1 will discuss each subject in turn and summarize all four cases in
the end. In so doing, I am making preparation for the discussion o f the AS in 5.4
below.
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5.3.1 E1’s Case
In what follows, I use the first term as an example to examine E l ’s reading
practices, and then I briefly sum up the analysis by talking about the construction of
the ‘object’ of her reading activities.

5.3.1.1 Three Stages o f Reading Practices in Term One
During the first term, E l ’s reading practices kept changing over time, as the
discussion below will show. At the beginning o f the term, E l tried to do the pre-reading5
that the tutors asked the students to prepare. There were two core modules in that
term— ‘Teaching, Learning and Assessment’ (TLA) and ‘Introduction to Educational
Research’ (IER) (transal :30). There was a main course book for the IER module, so the
pre-readings were usually book chapters or sometimes book chapters and articles (see
appendix 7 for module outline). As E l “has never done any serious academic research
before” (transa2:18), she “thinks this module useful as an introduction to research”
(transa4:l). However, she found the main course book, especially the part on
philosophy in methodology, very difficult to understand and “full o f abstract terms and
concepts” (transa2:16). So she found herself some easier books on similar topics, which
are designed for “new undergraduates or freshmen who have no experience in doing
research and whose knowledge is not very sophisticated” (transa2:18), thus also
suitable for her. These books were not in the reading list provided by the tutors, and she
got them accidentally while she was looking for another recommended book on the
same library shelf (transa2:18). The tutors o f the TLA module managed to give “the
students a reader pack at the very beginning o f the course” (transstl :2). From the
interview with a TLA module lecturer and by looking at the readings, I found that most

5 Pre-reading tasks refer to readings that the tutors ask the students to prepare before attending the teach in g session s.
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o f the readings were articles with a little bit o f theory concerning teaching and learning
and a research study applying the theory. Because E l did not have much knowledge of
educational theories (transal:31), she found the readings difficult:
m m m m ,
iftjf '^•••ZPDtheory HW> Vygotsky

mu

I found them (the readings) quite difficult— very theoretical and full o f new words. You just
cannot understand some bits, such as ... ZPD theory, one o f Vygotsky’s most famous concept.
Even after I read it, I can’t understand. ... It’s not only new words, ... but also meaning o f the
whole sentence. Sometimes, you know every single word, but you cannot understand the
whole sentence, or the whole phrase such as ZPD. (transal:33)

Though she could not understand the readings very well, she was not worried too
much, as she said, “I think the tutor will talk about this anyway in the session. ... I can’t
understand the theories even if I read it, so I just wait for the tutor to tell me

Transal:34)”. However, she found that the lectures did not help her in a way that she
had expected, and she preferred Chinese tutors’ way of teaching, which is evident in the
following quote:

Lectures don’t help me much. (The tutors here) are not like those in China. Maybe (they have)
different ways o f teaching. They are not like tutors in China who pour things right into your
brain. Tutors here ... don’ t give you systematic knowledge (transal :36-37, my interpolation).

In order to understand these theories, E 1 tried to find a way out by locating resources
written in Chinese:
Vygotsky tfjSU£=

P i a g e t f ft gi f c ,

Mi
I’ll search the Internet for the Chinese versions o f Vygotskian theories, his and Piaget’s
theories, and I understand much more after I read them. ... For example, the concept o f ZPD.
I know every word, but I don’t know how to translate the term while the three words are put
together. But if I can read the Chinese version, I can understand it better, (transal :33-35)

It seemed that, at the beginning of the term, E l took pre-reading tasks quite
seriously and tried different ways in order to understand better what she read. Personal
communications with her during that period (October 2004) indicated that she was very

Chapter Five: Activity Systems o f the Two Masters’ Programmes

-150-

concemed about her first assignment, which was a research proposal. She talked with
me several times about possible topics for this proposal, which she hoped could be
developed into her final dissertation. Her reading practices well reflected her concerns:
— X S rf l ,
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In the past twenty-four hours ... I read a dissertation on international students, or international
higher education. I’d like to do (research) in this respect, because I came here ... N ow I need
to write a proposal, or choose a topic for my dissertation. What I’m interested in is som ething
related to overseas students, Chinese students, or in a broader sense, international students
who came to the UK. ... A lot o f people come to study in the UK. So I’m interested in this
topic, which involves something like a culture shock, or inadaptability to the new
environment. ... I have no clear direction now. I've only started, so I don’t know what exactly
I am going to write about. My main focus will be the problems facing students com ing to
study in the UK higher education, at the postgraduate level in particular. I, myself, have just
arrived in the UK recently, and have experience in this respect, so I ’m interested in it and
would like to do (research) on it. ... I am a beginner (in research). I’ve also borrowed a book
‘The Essential Skill in Research' published by Collins. It's not only for educational research,
but an introduction to basic research methods in general. I'm reading these two books (on
research methods) now. In addition. I'm reading the area o f my interest, i.e. international
education. I’ve searched from the Internet several articles on this topic, and also articles on
the current situations o f Chinese higher education, all written in English. Since I have no
specific direction o f research at the moment, I am reading on research methods to familiarize
m yself with theories, and then broaden the range o f readings, before I could decide on what to
write about. So, that’s the reading that I'm doing now. (Transal :27-28, my interpolation).

The research proposal was her first assignment and she had no experience o f doing
any research. So she put much effort in it in order to make sure she got it right. Besides,
if she could write a proposal on a topic that she could base her dissertation on, that will
save her much time and trouble when the time came for her to write the dissertation.
And she had quite clear and natural justification for the area o f her interest—relevance
to her own personal situation, which may help keep her motivated during her research.
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It also shows that she was able to use different sources to get reading materials— tutors’
reading list, library, online resources, etc.
As she got more and more engaged in her first assignment, she tended to only do
pre-reading for the IER module which was directly relevant to her assignment. As she
mentioned in an interview:
ffcfSfcT q u e s tio n n a ire design
q u e s tio n n a ire d esig n 0
ffjo

—a

f i l ffij

u a

W

•••
q u e s tio n n a ire
o

I did (reading) on the part o f ‘questionnaire design’ ... before the session. ... There was a
session on questionnaire design. Because I knew I was going to use questionnaire (in my
assignment) at that time, I did the pre-reading beforehand very carefully. ... I seldom do
(other) pre-reading because it w on’t help my assignment at all (transa2:16, 30, my
interpolation).

Whereas for the TLA module, she seldom did the pre-reading after the first couple of
weeks, because:

I don’t like it. ... And I don’t think it useful to us. It mainly concerns about primary and lower
secondary education in British educational system (transa4:l).

She came from a background of Chinese higher education—teaching English to
college students, thus found the module quite irrelevant to her teaching situation,
though one o f the TLA module lecturers thought students should be able to find
something useful in this module even if the teaching-learning situation may be different,
as she remarked:
What they are not recognizing is that, if you are talking about teaching and learning, you are
talking about some basic principles about how people leam, and so you can apply those
principles to any learning situation. So it doesn’t matter kind o f ... (what) context you are
looking at, you can still actually draw these things out (transstl: 11).

Apart from the perceived relevance of the modules to her own situation and needs,
another cause of E l ’s differentiated treatment of the pre-readings for the two modules
may be the time when the assignments were due— assignment 1 o f the IRE module was
due in week six term one and assignment 2 on the first day of term two, whereas the two
assignments for the TLA module were not due until week seven in term two. When the
time was limited, El tended to prioritize reading for writing assignment. After she

Chapter Five: A ctivity Systems o f the Two Masters’ Programmes

-152 -

submitted the first assignment at the end o f week six, she allowed herself a break in
reading— forgetting about academic reading for a while. And meanwhile she borrowed
some books on SPSS, which she would need to read when she was doing her next
assignment during Christmas holiday (personal communications with E l, December
2004).
To sum up, there seemed to be basically three stages o f different reading practices in
the first term: at the beginning, E l did most o f the pre-readings, and tried various ways
o f finding other reading materials to help her understand the pre-readings. As she
became more and more engaged in doing her first assignment, she focused on readings
related to the assignment only, and ignoring other readings because o f either lack of
time and/or lack o f interest. And finally, after she submitted the assignment, she had a
break when she rarely read anything academic before she started doing her next
assignment.
Non-academic reading did not seem to constitute an important part o f the readings
E l did every day. Whenever she did read for non-academic purposes, she read in
Chinese, as she never had much interest in reading in English. Chinese literary works
remained her favourite choice and she also browsed news in some Chinese websites.

5.3.1.2 Construction o f ‘Object '
From the analysis above, the ‘object’ of the activity o f reading seemed to be shaped
and reshaped throughout the three stages of reading practices during the first term. At
first, E l was trying to do all the assigned pre-reading tasks. Both research methodology
and educational theories were new to her and she was eager to learn. So when she found
the pre-reading materials difficult to understand, she tried various ways o f finding
easier readings to help improve her understanding. On the face o f it, she was aiming to
learn, which was what the tutors would like the students to do. A closer look at what she

Chapter Five: Activity Systems o f the Two Masters’ Programmes

- 153 -

was actually working at reveals that there were conflicts between E l ’s ‘object’ and that
o f the tutors’. E l only wanted to understand the theories and concepts in the areas of
education and educational research. Therefore, she preferred to read easy and basic
books on those topics and best of all— things written in Chinese. She preferred the
Chinese tutors’ way of teaching, where the knowledge seemed to be “poured into the
student’s brain” (transal :36). Whereas from the tutors’ point o f view, the ideal ‘object’
o f the activity of reading was to generate thoughts on the basis o f the readings. That was
a key criterion for choosing reading, as was evident in the following part o f data from
tutor interviews: “you try to pick something that’s going to create argument that s going
to make the students think. I don’t pick it because I necessarily think it’s a central piece
o f work, or has anything amazing to say necessarily. ... I don’t pick something because
it’s classic (transtl:5, emphasis added)”. And tutors would like the students to “tak[e] a
critical approach to the reading as well, not [to] tak[e] it at the face value (transst2:3)”.
So, there appeared an obvious mismatch between E l ’s ‘object’ o f reading and that of the
tutors’.
At the second stage, where E l was more and more engaged in her first assignment,
her reading was mostly serving only one purpose—to enable her to write her
assignment. She stopped doing most pre-reading tasks partly because o f lack of time,
and partly because o f loss of interest in the TLA module, whose assignments were not
due until later. The ‘object’ of the activity evolved from narrowing down the topic of the
imaginary research, to finding justification for and contextualizing her research, to
structuring the research proposal, to finally working out what to put in each section of
the proposal. This process of reading for writing the assignment will be discussed in
Chapter 6. At this stage, the ‘object’ of E l ’s activity o f reading moved further away
from the tutors’ expected ‘object’ of students’ reading (mentioned in the previous
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paragraph). One may argue that during the course o f writing an assignment, students
were also learning something that tutors would like them to learn, through all the
readings they had done, with which I absolutely agree. Just as one o f the tutors o f the
IRE module said, “the aim of the assignment is to give some demonstrable evidence that
people have learned to apply a range o f research methods (transst3:8)”. However, in one
research proposal, E l could not possibly apply all the methods that have been discussed
in this module. And as a matter of fact, E l only used questionnaire as the means o f data
collection. Therefore, by focusing on reading what was useful for her writing, E l
virtually ignored the reading and learning of other contents that had been taught in the
module, as well as what had been discussed in the TLA module. As for the last stage, E l
almost suspended all her academic reading, thus I will not discuss the construction of
‘object’ for this stage.
The discussion of ‘object’ seems to reveal that at a stage as early as a couple of
weeks after the beginning of the first term, E l had already decided to invest most of her
effort on the completion of assessed work, and to be less concerned about what and how
well she actually learned in each module or about meeting tutors’ expectation of reading
and learning tasks. Interviews and personal communications with other students in the
MA in Education programme showed that most o f them came to the realization o f the
importance and necessity of putting the fulfilment o f assessed work in the first place at a
certain point of time during the course of their studies. The reasons for the students to
do so may vary from person to person, and there may also be common ground among
them. A full discussion of this aspect will be carried out in Chapter 6. What seems
obvious here is that students and tutors may be working at rather different (or
sometimes even contradictory) ‘object’, which may cause trouble between the two
parties in tenns of mutual understanding and effective use of the time and resources.
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There will be a summary in section 5.3.4 below to bring out how the subjects’
reading practices in general may help me explore the current AS o f their academic
studies and their current reading practices. Now I will turn to E2’s case.

5.3.2 E2’s Case
5.3.2.1 Pre-sessional Course
Unlike E l, E2 arrived a month earlier before the academic year started to attend a
pre-sessional study skills course because her IELTS score was below the official
requirement. Yet she thought she would still like to take the course even if she had
passed the language test because of her poor spoken English (transbl :1). Therefore the
discussion of her reading started from when she was having the pre-sessional course.
She reported that the most important function of this course was to speed up the process
o f her adjustment to the new living and academic contexts, since she was normally very
slow in getting used to a new environment (transbl: 1-2) (also see section 5.2 above). In
addition, the course helped her develop the habit o f note-taking while reading—a habit
she kept ever since then

(l^ i^ ifiiW ,

taking notes,

Transbl:2).

She did

not take notes while reading before, because

tii* .

.

I was not a student in English department. When I studied English before, I only wanted
to pass the CET-4 and CET-66, so reading just meant to find the answers to the questions
in the texts. While reading Chinese, I did not take notes, either. But here while reading
English, I have to underline or note down in the margin the main ideas o f each paragraph,
otherwise it is like as if I have not read anything (transbl :2).

Besides, reading with a critical view was another point emphasized by the tutors
here. E2 admitted that without such reminder, she would not have paid any attention in
this respect. In terms of writing, the most rewarding thing was to learn about the

6 C o lleg e E nglish test band 4 is taken by all university students in China in order to get a b ach elor’s degree; co lleg e
E nglish test band 6 is not com p ulsory but w ou ld be a plus if on e p asses it.
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referencing system, which was totally different from what she knew in China. As she
said, “although the course did not teach you everything about referencing, at least you
are not absolutely ignorant about it (transbl :2)”. Besides reading the materials assigned
by the tutors, E2 also browsed the Internet for news and as a way o f entertainment.
She felt that she was kept quite busy, probably because she had to adjust herself to the
new living environment (transbl: 11).

5.3.2.2 Term Time Reading
Take the first term as an example, again. E2 took pre-reading tasks very seriously, as
she said “I will definitely do the readings when the tutors give us hard copies7. If the
tutors only set tasks in the handbook, I will most likely read them unless I am really
occupied with something else and the topic does not interest me at all (transbl:7)”. By
the time I did the first interview with her around half term, Term 1, there was only one
occasion when she did not do the pre-reading (ibid). The reason for doing pre-reading
was, according to E2, “firstly, we ought to do what the tutors tell us to do. Secondly, my
English is far from good. If I don’t prepare the reading, I would not be able to follow the
lectures well. If I have a rough idea of the readings, I could at least recognize something
in the lectures. That’s why I’ll do most of the pre-reading tasks (Transbl :8)’. Even when
she was busy writing her IER first assignment, she still kept doing her pre-reading
(transb2:13)”.
Apart from the pre-reading, she mainly read for doing coursework. She did not read
anything from the further reading list because for one thing, there were more readings
than she could handle— if it took her four to five hours to read one paper, it may take her
weeks to read one book (transbl:7). For another, she did not know whether and how

7 For the T L A m odu le, the tutors gave out a reader pack with all pre-reading tasks for the w h o le term.
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useful the reading would be, nor did she have a clear purpose o f reading, which might
make her reading ineffective (transbl:7). This echoed with one o f her tutors, who
commented in an interview that
Very often w hen students read, unless they are reading for a purpose, w ith a very
clear question that they are trying to answer, then they actually find it quite difficult
to read. They d on ’t necessarily retain very much. A nd that I w ould say that’s true to
m e, as w ell. .. .1 need to read for a purpose. (Transstl :3).

While doing pre-reading, she kept the habit of making notes which she developed
during the pre-sessional course. She also underlined and marked the texts, but that only
was not enough to help her understand the texts. As she put it, “I make notes every time
when I read, because marking and underlining a text does not provide you with the
outline of the whole text. The notes you make show you the outline and general ideas of
the text (transbl :4)”. She also commented that “as foreigners, we cannot read English as
well as the mother tongue— Chinese. We have to catch the essence (of what we read and
note it down) so that we don’t waste any time in reading everything again when we look
back at the same texts (transbl :5, my interpolation)”.
She usually did pre-reading very carefully and noted down quite a few things that
she thought important because the tutors may not mention everything important from
the texts during the teaching sessions—the lectures were usually more concise and brief
(transbl :6, 8). Another reason for such close reading was that only in this way could she
understand well what she read. She found that scanning did not help her make sense of
what she was reading (transbl:3). She did not use a dictionary very often, and only
consulted it when a new word seriously hindered her understanding (transbl:4, 5). The
problem was, sometimes even if she knew every word, she still could not understand the
text, which was exactly what El sometimes complained about (see section 5.3.1.1
above). E2 also found that even British students had difficulty understanding some
texts, which showed that sometimes it was not the language but the concept that was
difficult (transbl:9, 10). In general, she found theories difficult to read, but with
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examples, they would become easier to understand (transbl:3); sometimes she found
the title o f some articles confusing (transbl :8).
The majority of the reading she did was academic reading in English, such as
pre-reading and reading for coursework. Only occasionally when she was really bored
did she browse Chinese websites for news and entertainment. According to her, her
primary duty here was to study, so she should concentrate on it. Otherwise the high
tuition fees that her mother paid would be wasted (transbl: 11,12). She also tried to read
English newspapers not in order to learn about news but to learn new words, as she
found she could learn many more new words in newspapers than in academic articles
(transbl: 11). When she first arrived, she read labels and instructions when she bought
something new in order to be able to use it (ibid). She sometimes watched English
movies and TV series, hoping to improve her English listening (transbl: 12).
To sum up, unlike E l, E2 almost always did pre-reading tasks despite the fact that
she may not be interested in the topics. Nor did she give up pre-reading when the texts
were difficult, or when she was busy with her coursework. On the other hand, she did
not do any extra reading from the further reading lists, either. This was understandable
considering her previous experience o f schooling: as an average student, she followed
teachers’ instructions closely— she never did any less than what teachers said, nor did
she do any extra work beyond that8. E2’s practices reveal to me that in a broad sense, the
‘object’ of her reading was learning in general rather than for assessment. However, she
was playing a rather passive role in her reading in that she seldom made decisions for
herself as for what to read9. She considered it her duty as a student to read what the
tutors asked her to in preparation for a session, no matter how difficult or boring the
readings may be, or whether they may be useful or relevant in the future. This may have

8 S ee 4 .3 .2 ab o v e for details.
9 R eading for w riting a ssign m en ts is not included here.
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something to do with her self-image as an average student, who needs teachers’
guidance to feel safe and certain about learning, and who does not aim to excel among
the whole group with extra effort.
From the way she took notes while doing academic reading, i.e. writing down main
ideas and/or outlines in the margin or in blank papers (transbl:2), the more specific
‘object’ o f E2’s academic reading seemed to be understanding the main ideas of the
readings, which was similar to E l ’s ‘object’ at the first stage (see 5.3.1.2 above for
details). The difference between E l and E2 lay in that E l ’s ‘object’ o f reading shifted
when other priorities arose, whereas E2 kept this ‘object’ throughout the first term with
some other emergent ‘object’(s) at different times10. As also discussed in 5.3.1.2 above,
this ‘object’ of E2’s did not match what the tutors expected the students to do with the
readings. The tutors would like the students to develop their own thoughts or arguments
on the basis o f readings (transstl:5). Some assignments that were based on particular
readings clearly required the students to review the papers critically, which meant not
only to understand, but also to form arguments about the readings (see appendix 12).
Such mismatch in the ‘object’ of reading seemed to lead to some problems while the
students were doing some o f the assignments, which will be discussed in Chapters 6, 7
and 8.
Besides academic reading in English, reading for pleasure in Chinese, and reading
for information both in English11 and Chinese12, E2 also read English newspapers. The
purpose was not to learn about news, as she could listen to BBC or browse Chinese
websites for news. By reading newspapers, she could encounter more varieties of
English words than by reading academic papers. She only bought one newspaper and

10 T h ese other ‘o b jc c t(s)’ w ill be d iscu ssed in Chapters 6 and 7.
11 S uch as m anuals, lab els, etc.
12 Such as new s.
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found that she could keep reading it because there were so many articles on it
(T ransblrll). The ‘object’ o f reading English newspaper was thus to learn the English
language better or to know more about the language. The reason why she had this
‘object’ may lie in the fact that she did not specialize in English during her
undergraduate years so she thought it necessary to improve her English, though she
thought her English was good as a history student (transb4:23). Another reason may be
her IELTS score being under the normal university requirements, which made her think
11
that her English needed improvement .
E l and E2’s cases both seem to indicate that they largely kept their usual reading
practices as before they came to the UK; in E2’s case, she also developed some new
practices to accommodate the new context. Next I will turn to the two subjects in the
MSc. in Management programme—M l and M2.

5.3.3 M1 and M2’s Cases
5.3.3.1 Pre-sessional Course
Like E2, M l and M2 both attended the four-week pre-sessional study skills course.
During that time, they mainly read materials given by the tutors, and sometimes
searched other reading materials in order to do the presentation tasks. Occasionally,
M2 also went to the library to read journals related to business management as
recommended by her tutors, and read some local English newspapers. Similar to E2,
M2 also felt that making notes and summaries while reading helped her understand
the readings, and thus she tried to do so later on. They did not manage to read much in
addition to the tutors’ requirements as they found the time passed extremely quickly. It
seemed that getting themselves used to living and studying in a foreign country did

13 She thought her spoken E nglish quite poor, w h ich could be the primary cau se for her lo w IELTS score (tra n sb l: 1).
B e sid es reading E nglish newspaper, she also w atched English TV program m es in order to im prove her listen in g
(transb 1:12).

Chapter Five: Activity Systems o f the Two Masters’ Programmes

-161-

take much time (see E2 and M 2’s comments in sections 5.2, 5.3.2.1 above).

5.3.3.2 Term Time Reading
Take the first term for example, again. They had four compulsory modules14 and
one elective module, which kept them very busy. According to M2, she spent almost
all the time doing reading for various courses except for going to classes, and sleep,
but still could not finish all the pre-reading tasks. M l also felt great time pressure
while doing the pre-reading tasks, but he seemed to be better at time-management than
M2 in that he tried harder to and usually did manage to preview all the contents before
attending lectures, because he thought it a waste of time sitting in a class without
previewing the relevant contents (transc2:7-9). M l and M2 seemed to approach their
study and reading tasks differently in one way or another.
M l, as just mentioned in the previous paragraph, tried and usually managed to do
all the pre-reading tasks as the tutors required, except for one module, whose reading
for one session could go up to three chapters (transc2:9). His priority was the
pre-readings for the ‘Finance’ module, which he “would definitely finish even if that
would leave no time for him to sleep, because the tutor was so ‘cruel’ as to ask each
individual student to answer some questions in each session for sure” (transc2:9).
Whenever he read or studied something, he was working at understanding, by
which he meant his ability to apply what he learned from the courses and books to some
real life situations. For example, he thought he understood ‘Finance’ the best among all
the modules in the first term because when he learned something, such as ‘in-flow’ and
‘out-flow’, he could try it out when he went shopping in Sainsbury’s, and some of his
course mates even used the knowledge they learned from this course to decide which

14 T h ey w ere ‘Learning to M an age’, ‘E con om ics for M anagers’, ‘F in an ce’, and ‘O perations M an agem en t’
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bank they should use (transc2:10). On the other hand, for ‘Learning to Manage’, the
most difficult module in his opinion, he was not sure whether he really understood it or
not because there was no way for him to apply the theories in real life (transc2:14).
According to him, it was not the language that was difficult, as he could understand
every sentence. The problem was he felt that he knew nothing after reading or after a
lecture because he did not know how to use the theories (transc2:10). In short, M l was
aiming to fulfil the tasks assigned by his tutors, and his idea o f learning and
understanding was to be able to apply theories to real-life situations.
Occupied as he was by the readings, classes, group work15, etc., he still managed to
read non-academically, listen to and watch news, which also reflected his good
time-management. Since he was very interested in news, especial those on current
affaires and sports, he listened to BBC Radio Four, or watched Reuters pre-recorded
online videos during his meals every day, the amount of time spent varying each day
depending on how busy he was (transc2:5-6). In this way, he exercised his listening as
well as obtained information (transc2:6). He did not browse news websites everyday,
since the radio and the online video clips provided him with enough information. He
would only browse the news when he needed short break from his academic readings
(transc2:6). He also started reading the Bible because he was always curious about it
and happened to know a Korean pastor who was willing to guide him in his reading. He
studied the Bible sentence by sentence, thinking it over, and underlining whatever he
could not understand so that he could ask questions when he met the pastor. Another
book he was reading every day was one on interpersonal relationships, recommended
by his Canadian flatmate when M l asked him for advice as to how to improve his
‘business skills’. He read this book in a similar way as he read the Bible, thinking as he

15 There were group tasks for each m odule (tran sc2:11).
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went on, and linking to his own behaviour in the past or how he should do in the future.
His Canadian flatmate discussed the book with him regularly. M l used the time before
he went to bed for these two books every day. The majority o f his readings were in
English because there was no need to read them in Chinese since the news on sports
and world affairs were mostly translated from English to Chinese anyway (transc2:6).
Only occasionally he read ‘The Art of War’ by Sun Zi, which was in classical Chinese.
From the way M l arranged his time, I tend to see him as a person with a clear view of
what his purpose was and how to fulfil it. And it seemed that he was a very
well-organized person, too.
M2, though also spending most of her time reading before and after class, doing
case studies and group work, etc., had a different priority: she would definitely finish
reading case studies before group discussion no matter how late she had to stay up, as
she did not want to be unable to contribute anything; she would not read much for
‘Learning to Manage’ because she was not interested in it and the exam was scheduled a
long time away; she finished previewing ‘Finance’ every time since there was
something new to her that also interested her; whereas she only previewed ‘Economics
for Managers’ very briefly because she had once taken a similar module in China and
this one here was an introductory course which she did not think need much time
(transdl: 10,16). She further pointed out that if something was closely related to her life,
she would have more interest in learning it. And one reason for coming abroad to study
was because she wanted to learn something practical and useful, unlike in China, where
she did not think she learned many useful things (transdl: 16). She would not mind
tackling difficult readings as long as she was interested in them, whereas she would not
bother having a look at anything uninteresting (ibid.).
It seemed clear that M l and M2 had their own more or less different priorities in
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their study, yet both were making their way towards the final degree—the overall
‘object’ o f their study abroad. One similarity between them was that they both seemed
to be concerned about the relevance of what they learned to their real life situations. Or
in other words, they were better motivated to learn what they could apply to their lives16.
With respect to reading, the ‘object’ of reading for different modules appears to have
varied. For instance, while reading the ‘Finance’ course book, they needed to
understand not only the theories and principles, but also the calculating process through
which a problem can be solved and results obtained; for ‘Operations Management’,
they needed to be able to do the case studies by using the theories introduced in the
course book; while preparing for ‘Finance’ exam, in addition to trying to understand the
theories and the illustrating questions and resolutions, they also needed to do exercises
to check their understanding. (transc2:12, transdl: 14). While they were reading for
writing assignments, the ‘object’ may again differ from what was mentioned above for
the term time reading, which will be discussed in detail in the subsequent chapters.

5.3.4 Summary
In answering RQ 3, ( What are the main kinds o f academic reading practices which
the students experience in a UK university setting?), the discussion o f the four subjects’
reading practices above seems to show the following. Firstly, the majority o f the
reading that they did involved them in the study o f their subject areas in English,
which was a huge change for E l, M l and M2 in terms o f the subject area o f the
reading materials (because they had studied mainly English language for their first
degree rather than education or management), and for E2 in terms o f both subject area
and the language of the readings. Such reading also involved them in new academic
reading practices such as reading in order to plan academic research, mastering new

16 E2 also had sim ilar thoughts in this respect.
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referencing practices, and so on. Each o f them seemed to have responded to these
challenges and developed certain approaches and “tips” to help them tackle the
readings— e.g., E l searched the Internet for Chinese equivalents o f the English
reading materials; E2 and M2 relied on note-taking to help their understanding; M l
and M2 tried to make links between the theories and everyday life to facilitate
understanding.
Secondly, it seems that the ways in which the four subjects approached their
academic reading tasks and reading in general largely reflected their usual attitudes
toward reading and learning, as described in Chapter 4, which came into shape over
years o f their education experiences. For example, E l still did not bother to read
whatever did not interest her unless she had to do so for the purpose o f assessment; E2
still did the minimal necessary readings as required by the tutors regardless o f her
interest, as she always did as an average student; M l, diligent and well-organized as
he was, tended to do as much reading as he could manage in order to leam better and
to make links to his life, which was his usual practice; whereas M2, similar to E2 in
that she also tried to keep up to tutors reading requirements, she would also go beyond
that to read more about what she was interested in, as she normally did before she
came to the UK. It seems that their self-perception as students and as persons always
played a crucial role in the decisions they made concerning reading, and consequently
also influenced their experiences associated with reading for writing assignments, as
will be discussed in the following three chapters.
Thirdly, the discussion above (i.e. sections in 5.3) seems to indicate that besides
the self-perception which is established over time, the more situational factors such as
the subjects’ purpose for doing their masters’ studies abroad and their recent education
and work experiences also played a part in determining their reading practices, such as
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the choice of what to read and how to read them, how much effort to put into certain
course, certain readings, and certain assignments, etc. This point will be further
elaborated in the analysis of reading for writing assignments in the coming chapters.
In short, in the UK university setting, the four subjects made certain adjustments
in their reading practices in accordance with the differences in the readings they
needed to handle now from what they were used to in the Chinese universities before.
However, they seemed to largely keep their usual attitudes towards reading and their
usual reading practices as a result of their educational and working experiences in the
past. How this affected their masters’ studies as a whole will be discussed in Chapters
6-8. Next however, in order to further explore how the current contexts o f the masters’
programmes took effect on the general reading practices they experienced in Lancaster
University, I turn to a discussion of the two masters’ programmes from an Activity
Theory (AT) perspective, which also prepares the contexts for the analysis o f their
academic reading practices in the subsequent data chapters.

5.4 The M asters’ Program m es as Activity System s (AS)
In this part, the MA in Education programme and the MSc. in Management
programme will be analysed in terms of an activity system (AS) framework. The focus
will be on the continuity and/or discontinuity o f the components in the current AS in
comparison with the one the subjects experienced during their undergraduate years in
order to see the possible different effects of the past and current contexts. I will talk
about each of the six components in the activity system, relations between them, and
connections and/or disconnections between the current system and the past one. In the
discussion of the activity system, emphasis will be put on reading as this is the main
concern of this study as a whole.
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Mediating artefacts:
Lectures+seminars/discussions, essay
writing, various types o f readings, textbooks
Vs.
Lectures, exams, textbooks

c
Object:
Subject:

Master’s degree
Vs.
Bachelor’s degree

Student(s)

Division o f labour:

Rule:
Norms and conventions in UK
Higher Education
Vs.
Norms and conventions in China
HE

Community:
Multi-cultural, -national, -linguistic
composition o f students and tutors
Vs.
Mono-linguistic and national group

More students’
responsibility and initiative
Vs.
Tutors’ control

Figure 5.1 A comparison and contrast between the activity systems o f the subjects’ undergraduate studies in
China and masters’ studies in the UK.

5.4.1 ‘Subject’
The ‘subject’, from whose point of view the activity system will be constructed, are
the four students. E l, at the starting point of her MA study, had a BA degree in English
Language and Literature, and two years of working experience as an English teacher in
a tertiary institution in China; whereas she started her undergraduate study right after
graduation from secondary school. She came to do the MA in Education programme at
Lancaster University by carefully considered choice, which took into account the
reputation of the university, her personal interest, her future direction o f career
development, etc. Whereas her choice of the subject and university for her first degree
was more determined by external factors, such as the opportunity o f being exempted
from the highly competitive College Entrance Exams but with very narrow options of
subject areas (mainly foreign languages and literature), her parents’ wish for her to
study in their hometown, her lack of interest in any particular subject or university and
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so on. In short, at the point when she started her MA course, E l was the same yet
different person with a different history of study and working from the time when she
started her undergraduate study. The same was true for E2. At the point o f starting her
MA studies, E2 was a new graduate in History Education, who would like to seek a
further degree for a better career than just being an ordinary history teacher at an
ordinary school, whereas four years ago, she chose to study history education out of a
pure passion for history without thinking much about her career prospect17. Though she
did not work as a teacher formally, she had experience o f teaching as a student teacher,
which also made her different from the person she was four years ago.
At the starting point of the MSc. programme, M l had a first degree in English for
Science and Technology. He had intended to do a master’s degree in Computer Science
right after graduation, but this was delayed by the outbreak o f SARS in China. While
working temporarily as a web programmer for a company, the manager who was in
charge of training new staff made M l realize that being a programmer cannot secure a
good future in his career, which made him decide to do a management degree instead.
And the MSc. programme at Lancaster University, which is designed for people without
a business background, became an ideal choice for him (transc2:8). M2 had a BA
degree in English Language and Literature. However, she did not want to be a teacher,
and she did not think her study prepared her for other jobs. As her parents were running
a business of their own, M2 was also interested in business. But she would not like to do
an undergraduate degree again, and the MSc. in Management programme at Lancaster
University was just the right programme for her. Just like E l and E2, when they started
their master’s programme, M l and M2 were very different from the time they started
their undergraduate studies in terms of their educational and working experiences,

17 She exp ressed her regret about not putting English as her first ch oice for undergraduate study (transb4:12).

Chapter Five: Activity Systems o f the Two Masters’ Programmes

-169 -

career plans, etc., though the essential characteristics o f their personality may not have
changed a lot. This overall trait is reflected in their interactions with other components
o f the AS as will be discussed later in sections 5.5.2, 5.5.3, and 5.5.4 below.

5.4.2 ‘Object’
As is discussed in Chapter 2, the ‘object’ is what the ‘subject’ is working at. It is
partly given and partly anticipated; it is constructed by the ‘subject’ and “gives shape
and direction to activity” (Engestrom 1995:397). Broadly speaking, the overall ‘object’
o f the students taking the masters’ programmes was to get their degrees. Yet how each
individual student got to that end and how much s/he gained from the programmes may
differ greatly. For example, a student may be more interested in one module than
another, hence may spend more time on it and may benefit more from it18; a student may
only aim to get through the assessment of all subjects without considering learning at
all19, while some others may aim at learning at the beginning and find they could only
manage to focus on the assignment20; a student may be interested in some content o f a
module while not interested in the rest, and hence may choose to write essays in one
topic rather than the others, which results in the fact that different students are actually
working at different ‘objects’ even for a same module21. In a word, the ‘object’ is
manifold, and changing over time depending on the students’ motives, preferences and
priorities as shown in 5.3 above.
While talking about reading in particular, the ‘object’ can be the understanding of
the key concepts, and theories (e.g. E l ’s case below); it can be the understanding of the
connection between the concepts and theories and the existing applications o f them; it

18
19
20
21

O ne exam p le is E l ’s preference for m odu le IER over TLA.
E 3, w h o w as not reported in detail here, w as a case in point.
Such as in E 2 ’s case.
For exam p le, E l , E2 and E3 w ere w orking at different ‘o b jects’ for m odu le TLA.
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can be the identification or discovery of possible application and/or connection of the
concepts and theories to the students’ own situations; it can be the formation o f a critical
view of the concepts, theories and applications (as mentioned by some tutors in their
interviews, transstl:4-5, transst2:l); or it can be the construction o f a piece o f written
work in accordance with the assessment requirements, which may cover some or all of
the aspects mentioned above (as the discussion in the subsequent chapters may show). It
is partly given in the sense that it is officially set, since the module has been designed by
members of staff and approved by different layers o f committees, and will be checked
in the form of assessment that is designed and approved through the same procedures
(transst3:7). At the same time, however, it is constructed by the ‘subject’ during the
course o f activity. As shown in the interview data (in all four cases), at the beginning of
a course, students might not be absolutely sure about what and how they will leam. As
time went by, they might see more and more clearly what they would like to invest their
time and energy on and how to do that. It is also likely that they might shift their focus
o f attention more than once during the course, until they finally decide what they would
really like to work on. The process of constructing the ‘object’ thus gives direction to
the activity that the students are engaged in. I will use E l ’s case to illustrate this point
as follows.
In E l ’s case, for the TLA module, she started with making some efforts to
understand the basic concepts and theories. She described her experience o f reading the
materials that were handed out to the students at the beginning o f the term,

—

Vygot s ky

'Am,

iffjAflf AiAAMA
£i i

&A

Mi f .

£n & i f

T

t

.. i l ^ M n

JaL T 3t & B

A f t 'I1A li'j Vygotsky i H S i t o lic A S illifn P ia g e t

Site.
On the w hole, I think it (the reading) is rather difficult, extrem ely theoretical with a lot o f

Chapter Five: Activity Systems o f the Two Masters’ Programmes

- 171 -

n ew words. ... From the beginning up to this part, paragraph after paragraph is all about
constructivism , Vygotskian theories. We don’t know them at all, so they are very difficult.
Som e nouns are sim ply beyond understanding. ... N o t only the n ew words, but also the
m eaning ... o f the w hole sentence. Even if you know every single word, you can’t
understand the m eaning o f the w hole sentence. ... For exam ple, the concept o f ZPD. I
know every word, but I d on ’t know how to translate the term w hile the three words are
put together. But i f I can read the C hinese version, I can understand it better. ... I
searched the Internet for the C hinese versions o f Vygotskian theories, his and P iaget’s
theories, and I understand much more after I read them (transal :33-35, m y interpolation).

It seems to show that she was struggling with the terminology and basic concepts in the
theories that the tutors would like to discuss in this module. There was no indication that
she was paying attention to the application of the theories or the connection o f the
theories to her own situation, though it was what the tutors were trying to encourage, as
most of the readings handed out were articles of different applications o f theories, and
discussions on such readings were also carried out during the lectures (transstl:5,
transst2:l-2). Therefore, at this point, E l ’s ‘object’ in the activity system o f this
particular module was the understanding of basic concepts and theories. Gradually, El
started losing interest in doing the pre-reading partly because she found that the content
was quite irrelevant to the educational context that she used to and will work in, and
partly because she had to spend more and more time on the IER module assignment
which would be due in the middle of the first term, whereas the assignments for the
TLA module would not be due until toward the end o f the second term. Apart from
going to the lectures, which she remarked as ‘useless22’, E l literally stopped any
engagement in this module, which she resumed when it was time for the submission of
the assignments.
In the ‘Introduction to Educational Research’ (IER) module, she focused on the first
assignment at the very beginning. In week two, she started to think about the topic for
this assignment— a research proposal, where the students were asked to write a proposal
for an imaginary piece of research in whatever topic o f their choice. Since the research

22S h e said that “the o n ly feelin g I get about the lectures here is that ‘go and do reading, (becau se) there’s no use
attending the lectu res’” (tr a n sa l: 37).
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methodology was a new area to her, and she found that the course book set by the tutor
quite difficult to understand, she looked for simpler books o f similar content in order to
get herself familiar with this area as soon as possible. As she was trying to decide on a
topic for the imaginary research, she also made her decision on the research method she
would use for this research. Questionnaire was chosen as the research method because
this topic would be covered before the deadline o f this assignment. With the help o f the
lecture, she hoped to understand this method better than just reading about it by herself
alone. Meanwhile, she was not very keen on doing pre-reading for sessions that were
irrelevant to her assignment. Therefore, for this module, the ‘object’ o f the activity
system was centred on the construction of a piece o f work for the purpose o f assessment,
which involved understanding of the key concepts and issues involved in the design of
research.
The foregoing discussion indicates that, from the point o f view o f the ‘subject’, the
‘object’ o f the activity system was not set at the beginning, nor was it static throughout
the process of activity. It was partly given but also constantly shaped and reshaped by
the ‘subject’, depending on their shifting and emerging interests, needs, and priorities,
thus giving changing direction to the activity. The discussion of the construction of the
‘object’ will constitute an important part in the analysis of the subjects’ reading for
writing assignments in the next three chapters, as this aspect is particularly revealing
o f the details of the subjects’ reading practices.

5.4.3 ‘Mediating Artefacts’
In this section, I will talk about the ‘mediating artefacts’ o f the MA in Education
and the MSc. in Management programmes that the subjects were making use of in
order to construct the ‘object’ (mainly using the MA in Education programme as an
example), and then point out the differences in this respect between the two
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programmes. The discussion in this section will thus form the basis o f the comparison
and contrast between the ‘mediating artefacts’ in the AS o f Chinese education system
and the Lancaster AS, in section 5.5.2 below. It will also act as the basis for the
discussion in the final chapter of this thesis about how the differences between the
‘mediating artefacts’ in the two masters’ programmes may have affected the subjects’
academic reading experiences in the UK (see 9.4.3 below).
In the MA in Education programme, as indicated in interviews with the students and
tutors (transal:30-31, transa4:l, transb6:10-12, transstl:l-2, transst2:l-2, transst3:l-2),
most modules were taught courses, which were usually delivered in the form of
lecturing combined with various activities including pair or group discussion of
readings and/or videos, questions and answers on certain concepts, issues and the like.
There were usually some pre-reading tasks before each lecture, and other readings were
suggested afterwards. There was also a module called ‘Self Directed Study’, for which
students needed to find their own interests and explore them with the help o f a tutor
familiar with those particular areas. The form of assessment for all courses was writing
o f essays ranging from 1500 to 3500 words in maximum, some o f which were more
theoretical and others were more practically oriented.
To be more specific, for each module, students usually got a course handbook or
outline in the first session, stating the course objective, topics covered, pre-reading
materials, further reading references, form o f assessment, deadline o f submission,
names and contact details of lecturers, etc. (see appendices 7, 8, 11, and 12 for
representative examples). For some modules, or some sessions o f some modules, tutors
provided paper copies of pre-reading materials. For example, as one tutor mentioned in
an interview:
[F]or this particular course, for the Teaching Learning course, what w e m anaged to do is
that w e organized all the readings before this course started. So w e gave the students a
reader pack at the very beginning o f the course. So they had all o f the readings for the
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w hole o f the term. (transstl:2)

For some sessions/modules, tutors recommended course books and asked students to
buy them. For some other sessions/modules, tutors gave references for pre-reading
materials and students needed to get their own copies from the library or e-database,
because as one tutor said,
[P]art o f what w e hope people w ill learn to do particularly in the first term o f the m aster’s
course is to use the library and to use the electronic resources that w e have. U m , and our
experience is the only w ay o f doing that is to m ake it a required part o f the course
activities and you find them (transst3:4).

Most of the courses were team taught, which means there were more than one tutor
teaching on a given module, and although in most cases there was only one tutor for
each individual session, there were some sessions taught by two tutors together. The
reason for this was sometimes
B ecau se it’s, research m ethod is a generic course ... It’s not such a content specific like
‘gender and education’ might be or ‘p o licy ’. A ll o f us in the department conduct research,
and w e all have research know ledge about m ethodology. So it seem s best w e give people
a variety o f perspectives from the people w ho are expert in those particular techniques
(transst3:6).

According to another tutor,
(It) is because the understanding on our M A is that w e w ill teach in a team. ... A nd that
one person d oesn ’t do the w hole o f the course. ... [Tjeam teaching is partly to do with,
w ith know ing where w e ’ve got, maybe slightly different things to say about the sam e
topic (transstl:2).

Because the modules were team taught, different tutors may have different styles,
and different topics may be taught in different ways. For example, one tutor mentioned
that she tended to do more “presentation”, while one o f her colleagues tended to “do
more work around the reading” (transstl:2). Another tutor, who did more than one
session in a module, conducted the sessions in different ways according to the topics. In
two sessions on philosophical issues in research methodology, she used a mixture of
presentation with power point slides, and group discussion activities (transst3:2).
Because of the topic— “introducing philosophical ideas, it’s hard to have practical
activities” (transst3:2). So she
got students to generate their ow n ideas, a list o f research interests that people had, and
tried to m ove from the questions into practical research strategies, using p eo p le’s own
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questions, and then (they) talked som ething about what philosophical assum ptions
people w ere m aking in asking sp ecific questions (transst3:2, m y interpolation).

What the tutor did was trying “to start from students’ own interests so that they can
connect these what are quite abstract issues in terms o f philosophy” (transst3:2).
Another session done by the same tutor, where she was modelling the process of
comparing two research papers, was “quite different from the way (she) would teach in
other kinds of topics (transst3:l)”. The students were asked to get copies o f the two
papers for critiquing by themselves and read them before coming to the session. There
was a brief discussion of students’ general impression o f these two papers, and then the
tutor presented the ways of evaluating research papers, e.g. questions to ask about the
papers and aspects to comment on. Students were divided into groups o f 3 or 4 people to
discuss the papers following the methods introduced by the tutor, and reported the
results of their discussion to the whole group (observation o f an IER session).
However, from the students’ point of view, the modules in the MA programme
appeared to be more or less taught in the same way— lecture and seminar/group
discussion based on video clips or readings. During the lectures, tutors may also pose
questions for the students to answer. PowerPoint slides were the most commonly used
visual aid in lectures and tutors usually provided handouts for the lectures (e.g.
transal :31-32).
Library and online resources should also be mentioned because they played an
important part in students’ academic studies here in the UK, which was not always the
case in the students’ studies in China. As El commented: “only after I came here did I
realize how useful the library can be. In China, I seldom used it except when I was
writing my dissertation23 (transal :23)’\ In E2’s case, she did use library quite often
because she had quite a few essays to write as an undergraduate (transb4:17). In the UK,

23 In C hina, E l ’s tutors did not usually assign readings other than textbooks; or at least E l m anaged w ell w ithout
doin g m uch reading. T herefore, the library did not seem very important to her at that tim e.
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students had to find readings in the library according to tutors’ recommendation, or
sometimes had to search the library catalogue to find readings according to their own
interests or needs. Students also used the search engines such as Google Scholar and
e-joumals very often. Whereas in China, the Internet only started becoming widely used
towards the end of E l ’s undergraduate studies, when she could access it in her study
bedroom (shared with six other girls); E2 seldom used Internet resources for academic
purposes since she could not access it in her study bedroom in China.
The most noticeable difference between the two masters’ programmes was
concerning the form o f assessment: in the MSc. in Management programme,
examinations were an important part o f the assessment, usually combined with assessed
group work tasks and/or individual essays. The convener o f the ‘Learning to Manage’
(LM) module explained the idea of combining exam and essay in assessment as
follows:
[0 ]b v io u sly it is good (for the students) to have the possibility o f expressing ideas and o f
playing with ideas by proposing their ow n voice in an essay. A nd then the lim itation o f
that is that (i.e. what the student chose to write about) obviously is on ly one subject. A nd
therefore the exam enables you to at least have a different ch oice and evaluate the
different areas w e touched upon, at least giving them the choice, because they can choose
from different questions in the exam (transst4:6-7, m y interpolation).

Another lecturer also thought the idea of assessing students by both essay/report and
exam was positive, saying that
[T]he report is supposed to be a fairly detailed review o f the literature and original
application o f econom ics principles to a particular problem. ... The exam , on the other
hand, is about testing their know ledge o f econom ics and the principles. ... So one is
looking at testing their know ledge o f theory and the other is at testing their ability to
apply the theory to practical problems. Two different things (transst5:6).

So the tutors basically thought that the two forms o f assessment were complementary to
each other so as to get a fuller picture of what the students have mastered.
Assessed group work was another important difference between the two
programmes, which was probably determined by the nature o f the programme
teaching-learning approach, just as a tutor in the Management School commented,
[W ]e wanted them to learn to work together. It’s a m anagement degree and part o f
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w orking in m anagem ent is w orking with people. A nd so w orking as a group, you could
put them in a faithful environm ent in w hich they w ere actually asked to work w ith people
they m ight not like, they m ight not know, they definitely d on ’t know, and w ho have
different cultural backgrounds and beliefs. ... Quite a lot o f groups have problem s— they
d on ’t talk to each other, that som e d on ’t get on, som e argues, som e have problem s w ith
individuals w ho d on ’t turn up. So they have to m anage that situation. In fact they have to
learn h ow to m anage (transst5:4).

Apart from these two distinctive differences, however, the other aspects o f the
‘mediating artefacts’ of the two masters’ programmes were largely similar. Thus, in
both programmes, these included course handbooks/outlines, handouts/lecture notes,
textbooks and other readings, seminars, pair or group discussions, video clips,
PowerPoint slides, library resources, e-joumals, etc. Taken as a whole, the ‘mediating
artefacts’ in the AS o f the two programmes can be seen as having involved the subjects
in having to come to terms with the new features o f their academic contexts at Lancaster
University. In this connection, the discontinuity between the ‘mediating artefacts’ o f the
Lancaster AS and the Chinese AS will be carried out in 5.5.2 below.

5.4.4 ‘Community’
‘Community’ in the AS here mainly consisted o f the fellow students, and tutors of
the subjects. Lancaster University, as a whole, has a very mixed student population in
terms of nationality, ethnicity, age, religion, culture, educational background, and
personal history. The teaching staff also consists o f people from different countries, or
different parts of this country, with various backgrounds. In the MA programme in
Education (academic year 2004-05), the majority of the students came from China
(12/16, including one student from HK), there were four British students, one Japanese
student and one U.S. student. The composition of the ‘community’ in MSc. in
Management programme was more diversified than that in the MA in Education
programme: there were students from many different countries including China, India,
Thailand, Japan, UK, US, Italy, Greece, and so on; the student population was much
bigger (over 100), so that they had to be divided into two cohorts for all lectures and
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seminars; about 50% o f the students were Chinese, which was not as high as that in the
MA in Education programme; there were tutors from different countries too, including
the UK, Italy, Germany, Iran, etc.
Although MA in Education group might not be as diversified as some other
programmes in this university in terms of the ethnic groups the students belong to, the
students still had very different educational background and past experiences. When E l
and E2 first entered university in China, their classmates were mostly new graduates
from secondary school24. So even for E l and E2, the MA group was also more mixed
than their undergraduate classes. And this new ‘community’ was governed by rules and
norms that were very likely different from what they were familiar with in China.

5.4.5 ‘Rule’
In a broad sense, ‘rule’ here can refer to what makes the higher education system
function the way it does. To be more specific, they were guiding principles, both
explicit and implicit, for how degree courses should be designed, how each module
should be organized, how students should be assessed, what is expected o f the staff and
o f the students, and so on.
In the MA in Education programme, examinations were not part o f the assessment.
The students only had to write academic essays (including shorter pieces such as report
of small-scale research, and a longer dissertation). The danger o f plagiarism was very
much emphasized and seriously penalized, which was not the case in China at the
undergraduate level (according to my own experience and that o f E l, E2 and M 2’s).
The writings of the MSc. in Management students were checked by certain software to
detect suspicious cases of plagiarism. Correct referencing was considered very

24 There m ay be students repeating the C o lleg e Entrance E xam s m ore than on e year in order to get better marks for
better universities. There are rarely any mature students in the undergraduate education system in China.
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important in the UK setting, which, as E2 and M2 complained, had not even been
properly introduced to many of the Chinese students before they came to do their
masters’ degrees. In the MA in Education programme, it was common for tutors not to
choose a single textbook25, but to recommend core reading from different books or
journals for different sessions or topics, which often meant that students themselves had
to find those readings, and read them; whereas MSc. in Management students usually
had one course book (or sometimes two) for each module.
Besides the rules that were stated clearly in the course handbook/outline, such as the
standard o f assessed work, submission deadline, marking criteria, etc. there were also
less explicitly stated norms and conventions that were also important in the functioning
o f the masters’ programmes. From the interviews with various tutors in the MA in
Education programme, at the MA level, it seemed that students were expected to take
more responsibility for their study, such as to prepare for the readings before attending
the lectures. As one tutor mentioned,
I think this expectation com es out o f what I w itness. I think I expect them to be more
engaged, you know, to com e always having prepared the material. I m ean they do seem
to generally be quite enthusiastic and quite motivated. A nd that, you know, because, I
m ean I’ve been teaching them here in this department for four years, and I think over that
time, I’ve com e to expect that because o f the w ay they are, the M A students (transst2:7).

This seems to indicate that the ‘rule’ is not formed solely on the basis o f what the staff
thought right for the students to do, but also partly on the basis o f students’ behaviours.
Another case in point was that tutors do not usually expect students to read from the
further or additional reading list until they come to do their assignments, because as one
tutor said, “there’s no point in asking them to do it early on because they wouldn’t do it
(transst3:4)”.
Having said that, tutors that I interviewed pointed out that they “don’t think that
(their) presentation (in lectures) relied on anybody having done the reading (transstl:7,

25 It is m ore com m on in China for tutors to use one textbook for a course.
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my interpolation)”, though most of them did think that the students “missed out on an
important part of the content (transst2:2)”, or cannot benefit as much from the session if
they did not prepare the readings. However, even if the students failed to prepare the
essential readings for a session beforehand, the tutors would still hope the students
could get something from the session by having “the experience o f talking to people
who have read” rather than ask them to “go home and read” (transst3:5).
Another aspect o f expectations was that tutors expected students to approach them
and contact them if they have any queries. Quite a few tutors mentioned that they had
invited people to contact them by email, at the end o f the lecture sessions, or during
office hours. One tutor expressed her concern by saying
Culture, I m ean it’s culturally different here in the w hole country, the learning culture is
different as w ell. ...T h e students w ho get on better I think at the end o f the day are the
students w ho m ix more. .. .because ... it isn ’t just the reading and the sitting in this, in the
class. T here’s the w hole kind o f cultural soaking up that you need to do as a postgraduate
I think (tran sstl:9)’.

Such remarks indicate that, Chinese students might do better in postgraduate education
in the UK (in contrast to their undergraduate studies in China, where they know the
conventions sufficiently well to not have to ask for extra information), if they were to
take advantage of the opportunities to communicate with tutors and other students about
their ideas, problems, or anything they need advice for, rather than just studying on their
own. To sum up, the data show that some of the expectations about study norms were
more explicitly expressed to the students than others, but the main point is that a
thorough understanding of both kinds is likely to help students make the most out of the
modules.

5.4.6 ‘Division of Labour’
‘Division of labour’ refers to the horizontal division o f tasks between the members
o f the community and the vertical division of power and status. In Chinese higher
education system (viewed from the four cases in the current study), tutors assumed
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most of the responsibilities regarding the input o f knowledge (lecturing being the
dominant form of delivery o f courses), the choice o f readings (tutors determining the
textbooks and other readings), methods and scope o f assessment (tutors giving
students a reduced26 scope of topics to study for their exams, sometimes even sample
answers). By following tutors’ ‘orders’, students may have no trouble in passing the
exams and getting their degree. Even at the postgraduate level in Chinese universities,
students may tend to wait for the supervisors to tell them what topic to choose for their
research, what readings to do, and so on27. In the two masters’ programmes in Lancaster
University, it appears that tutors generally assume that students would take a good deal
o f responsibility for and show initiative in their study approach. For instance, input
from lectures and reading materials was supposed to serve as a stimulus or
‘springboard’ (transstl:5) to help students generate their own thoughts in relation to
their own interests or situations; students need to learn to search for readings on their
own in the library or in some e-database rather than wait for the tutors to get all the
readings ready for them. Instead of telling students what to do, tutors tended to wait for
the students to take initiative in approaching tutors when they experienced problems or
difficulties. Essay writing and practical projects as the form o f assessment also invited
the students to do more decision-making for themselves, such as what topic to choose to
write about, what product to work on for a certain project, how to gather the necessary
information for the project, what literature to cover, what structure to take for the
organization of their ideas, what arguments to make and what conclusions to draw. In
the case of the self-directed study module, students even needed to find the area o f their
studies according to their own interests and to suggest which tutors they would like to

26 R ed u ced in com parison to the topics covered in the w h o le course during the term tim e.
27 A ccordin g to personal com m u n ication s with a number o f postgraduate students and supervisors in China (also see
C ortazzi, M. and L. Jin, 1996).
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have as supervisors. In short, in these masters’ programmes, students such as the four
subjects in this study had to play a more active and responsible role in their studies than
they had previously experienced.

5.4.7 Summary
Now that I have explored the six components in turn, I will briefly summarize the
continuity/discontinuity between the AS of the two masters’ programmes in Lancaster
University and the AS o f the subjects’ undergraduate studies in China (as shown in
figure 5.1 above). The ‘subject’ of the two AS seemingly remains the same, i.e. the
four Chinese students this study is concerned with, with their established attitudes
towards learning and reading and self-perceptions of themselves as students and
persons.

However, their experiences

o f undergraduate

studies

and working

experiences after graduation (in E l and M l’s cases) made them different from the
time when they first entered universities in China, and might influence their decisions
concerning their learning and reading during their masters’ studies. The overall
‘object’ o f their undergraduate studies and masters’ studies was obviously the two
different degrees. As for the ‘mediating artefacts’, the medium o f instruction (English
for the Lancaster AS and mostly Chinese for the Chinese AS) was a big difference
especially for E2 who did not major in English Language during her undergraduate
years. In addition, seminars and discussions, essay writing as a form o f assessment,
group projects, library resources and e-joumals were also used more often in the
Lancaster AS. The ‘community’ in the Lancaster AS was more diverse in terms of the
nationality and ethnicity of the students and tutors, the linguistic, educational, cultural
backgrounds, and working experiences. As for the ‘rule’, there seemed to be different
sets o f norms and conventions associated with Chinese and UK higher education
systems. Some implicit conventions in the Lancaster AS may only be revealed to the
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subjects through active communications with their tutors. As regards the ‘division of
labour’, the Lancaster AS seemed to require more initiative and responsibility from
the students than the Chinese AS. In the following part, I will move on to a discussion
o f the conflicts between the components of the Lancaster AS and the causes for such
conflicts.

5.5 Inner Conflicts in the AS
Inner conflicts refer to the conflicts and contradictions between the components of
the AS (as is represented by the wavy lines in figure 5.1 above). In this section, I will
first explore the conflicts between the ‘subject’ and other components, and then move
on to examine the conflicts between other components. The discussion in this section
will serve as the basis and guidance for similar discussions in the following chapters,
where the details of the subjects’ academic reading experiences are discussed.

5.5.1 ‘Subject’—‘Object’
Seemingly, there should be no conflicts between the ‘subject’ and ‘object’, because
the former is the agent working on the latter, constantly shaping and reshaping the latter,
and finally moulding it into an outcome. Yet the fact that the ‘object’ was not static
throughout the process of the activity most likely resulted from the ‘subject’ discovering
the conflicts between themselves and the ‘object’ and making adjustment in order to
carry on with the activity. The discussion in the ‘object’ section in the previous part has
shown how the ‘subject’ constructs the ‘object’ during the course o f the activity on the
basis of shifting and emerging interests, needs and priorities. It is this dynamics which
gives rise to the potential for conflicts.

5.5.2 ‘Subject’—‘Mediating Artefacts’
One of the ‘mediating artefacts’, which is not mentioned in the section on
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‘mediating artefact’ above, yet which is very important in the discussion, is language.
Chinese students faced a major transition in their learning environment when they
started their studies in the UK, i.e. the transition from Chinese as the medium of
instruction to English, as was pointed out earlier in this chapter by the subjects in the
current study. Although some of the students did their first degree in English Language,
where they used textbooks written in English and attended lectures conducted in
English, the whole environment then was still largely in Chinese language and the
majority o f the tutors are Chinese. When they came to an English language environment,
they needed to make due adjustment in order to survive. For example, E l found herself
struggling in understanding the lectures as she mentioned in an interview:
dialect

m,

a
(transal:31)
I feel that I have som e difficulty in understanding the lectures, because o f the tutor’s
accent, dialect, as w ell as those education theories that w e haven ’t seen before.

It appears that not only the unfamiliarity with education theories, but also language
were causing trouble for her. M l and M2 also complained about the accents o f some
tutors which added to their difficulty in understanding lectures. When it came to
reading, language was also an issue affecting understanding. The part o f E l ’s data
quoted in section 5.4.2 above illustrated this point clearly—although the concepts were
difficult, the Chinese versions of explanation helped E l ’s understanding enormously.
Another aspect worth mentioning here is the way in which sessions were organized
and lectures delivered. Chinese students were used to lecturing because it was the most
commonly used form of teaching in China according to the four subjects, though one
difference now was obviously the language used to deliver the lectures, as discussed in
the foregoing paragraph. Besides language, another more important difference lay in
the ideas of the function of lectures held by tutors and students. As mentioned earlier
(see footnote22), El did not think highly of the value of the lectures she had attended.
She elaborated on this by comparing the Chinese tutors and British tutors:
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SI i*j

USiT^Mi-o
(transal:36-37)
Lectures d on ’t help me much. (The tutors here) are not like those in China. M aybe (they
have) different w ay o f teaching. They d on ’t, they are not like tutors in China w ho pour
things right into your brain. Tutors here ... don’ t give you system atic know ledge.

It seems that E l thought learning as receiving knowledge from tutors, and she expected
that tutors in the UK also told her directly what was correct and true so that she could
learn it quickly without thinking too much about it. E l preferred the more passive way
o f learning in China, which did not consume too much o f her mental effort. However, as
one tutor commented, what E l expected “doesn’t happen” in the UK (transstl:9). The
way in which tutors organized the sessions— presentation with various activities based
on video clips, readings, or students’ own experiences or interests, and the way readings
were chosen (which will be discussed in more detail in 5.5.2 and 5.5.3 below), show
that tutors would like the students to think actively for themselves in order to make
sense of what was discussed in a session. As a tutor remarked,
The main thing I want to do w hen I’m teaching is I actually really want to have a
dialogue with the students. That’s more important to m e, and I w ill, I prefer to engage
them in talk, rather than to have them kind o f looking at, at som e reading. .. .w hat’s more
important for the students is that they get this particular opportunity to argue about som e
ideas (transstl :4).

In order to be able to argue about their own ideas or to have dialogues with tutors in
teaching sessions, it would seem necessary for the students to engage with active
thinking, rather than just sit and listen.
Related to the issue discussed above, El had another complaint about some lectures,
saying that what got talked about in the lectures (i.e. teaching-learning situation in UK
primary and secondary education) was not relevant to her own teaching contexts (i.e.
tertiary education in China). The tutor’s understanding o f the function o f the lectures
was that “if you are talking about teaching and learning (the main topic o f the module),
you are talking about some basic principles about how people learn, and so you can
apply those principles to any learning situation. .. .it doesn’t matter kind of what context
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you are looking at, you can still actually draw these things out (tran sstl:ll)’\ Again, it
illustrates that the purpose o f the lectures was not only to introduce theories or concepts
to the students, but more importantly to make the students think how relevant the
theories were to their own situation and to show the students possible ways of
connecting theories and practices to guide their thinking. In this respect, there seems
obviously a mismatch between the tutors’ and the students’ understanding o f the
function o f lectures and more broadly the objective o f learning.
There were other ‘mediating artefacts’ that had different meaning and function to
the subjects in their current situation compared to the past. For example, the library and
the enormous online journals and other information resources were playing an
important role that some subjects (e.g. E l and E2) had never experienced before.
Textbooks and journal articles also had a different role to play in the subjects’ process of
study, which will be discussed in the following section.

5.5.3 ‘Subject’— ‘Community’
The conflicts between the ‘subject’ and the ‘community’ seemed mainly to lie in the
relationship between the Chinese student(s) and tutors. And such conflicts most likely
arose as a result o f the different understanding o f learning, o f the function o f teaching
sessions (as the discussion in the foregoing section demonstrated), o f reading and the
function o f the reading materials.
For example, there was one module— ‘Learning to Manage’ in the MSc. in
Management programme, with which both the tutor and the students (M l and M2 and
some others who exchanged ideas with them about this module) were not satisfied. The
students (M l, M2 and some others) were complaining about the abstract theories
discussed in this module which seemed irrelevant to their real life, about the difficulty
in understanding the readings and the lectures, and about learning nothing from this
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module (transc2:9-10, 14, transdl: 11-13). When I interviewed the tutor, she was
complaining about students not doing their readings, even though she only asked them
to read one course book for that module as she was required by the Management
School to “make things as simple as possible because o f the diversity o f the students,
(and) because they are new to management” (transst4:2-4). She further pointed out
that the students found the module difficult because they did not learn it in a proper
way, as she said in the interview,
I find the students kept saying this is too difficult ... because they try to read it once. ...
Yes, it’s too difficult because you never study this. ... Every time I said, look you have
on ly read it once, and probably at first glance you w ould understand this bit. Then you
read another time, you understand this bit, and you read another time, you understand
this bit ... I told them to talk to others, discuss it w ith your colleagues. D iscuss it
together. Take the lecture on the one hand— all the notes you have from the lecture;
take the chapter on the other hand. Compare, and bring them together. That’s what
learning is about. ... W hen they com e to do a master, they should already know how to
do the things. I shouldn’t teach how to read and h ow to study a chapter, because they
should know. (transst4/2:5-6)

According to the interviews with M l and M2, it was true that they did not learn in
the way the tutor described above. This might be partly because the exam was not due
until the start of the summer term, which might give the students a false impression that
they could postpone studying it and allocate their precious time to other courses; partly
because they were new to management so that they were unable to find the relevance
o f this module to their life; and partly because they were not familiar with the way of
learning required by the tutor. As the tutor pointed out in the part o f the data quoted
above, it was not her responsibility to make the students realize how they should learn,
but on the other hand, it was very likely that the students (such as M l and M2) were
not aware of the desirable way of learning even though they had attended the
pre-sessional study skills course. The question here is who should be responsible for
raising students’ awareness of the possible discrepancy between the tutors’ expected
way of learning and the students’ actual performance, an issue which will be discussed
in the concluding chapter.
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The tutors’ and students’ different understanding o f teaching sessions has been
discussed in section 5.5.2 above. Here I will talk about the different understanding
between the tutors and the subjects about reading and the function o f reading materials.
According to the interviews with all four subjects and some o f their tutors, there were
usually some readings (e.g. book chapter(s), journal article(s), etc.) to prepare before
each lecture session for all courses. All four subjects reported that they usually
considered readings as sources of theories, principles, concepts, etc. in the subject
areas that they were studying; and they relied on the lecture sessions to solve
questions they had while doing the pre-reading, which did not always happen as E l ’s
quotation in section 5.5.2 above indicated and M2 even complained that sometimes
lectures further confused her. From the tutors’ point o f view, however, lectures and
readings not only served as sources of theories, concepts, etc., but also as stimulus of
thinking, as one of the tutors remarked,
You know, the reading is just ... the stim ulus. .. .And w hen you pick the reading for the
lesson, you try to pick som ething that’s going to crea te argum ent th a t’s g o in g to m ake the
students think. I d on ’t pick it because I necessarily think it’s a central piece o f work, or has
anything am azing to say n ecessarily,.. .1 d on ’t pick som ething because it’s classic. I pick it
because I want the students to identify the argument and engage with it. ...I do tend to do
that (referring to the reading) w hen I’m teaching. ... I’m trying to make connections for the
students, w hich they m ight not make them selves. ...w h a t I’m trying to do is to help them
do the reading rather than round the other way. ...w h a t I am ... doing there is trying to
make the link, and what I hope w ill happen is that they w ill remember the link w hen they
do the reading, that they w ill remember the link because I’ve em bedded it into what I said
(transstl:5-6, m y interpolation).

The part of the data quoted above seemed to show that the lectures may not
necessarily or merely be the explanation or interpretation o f the pre-readings that
students like El and M2 had expected. Instead, readings and lectures, together with
other materials such as video clips, websites, discussions, were supposed to help
students grasp the theories, concepts, principles, etc. that tutors were trying to get across
and to encourage students to engage actively with what they were supposed to learn. Yet
E l ’s view of lectures being useless appeared to indicate that from the students’ point of
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view, the readings and lectures may not work in the way that the tutors would like them
to.
Observation and a follow-up interview with one o f the tutors also indicated that
Chinese students such as E l and E2 may not do reading in a way that the tutors think
appropriate, which I will describe and discuss next. In a session of the TLA module that
I observed (November 2004), the tutor set out a few questions for the students to discuss
about the reading. The students were divided into four groups according to their seating,
and there were two Chinese groups (because Chinese tended to “stick together”
according to the tutor, transstl:5) and two mixed groups. Three questions were given
and the students could choose one to discuss about. The tutor circulated among the
groups to check the discussion and to answer questions. The questions were as follows
(as in the session handout):
To think of a further study which will find out more :
1.
2.
3.

What might account for some or all o f these results?
What question is your new study asking?
How will you answer your questions - what is the design o f your study? What sort o f data
w ill you use and how will you analyse it?

Judging by the questions, it seemed that the tutor would like the students to think o f
anything that the reported study could not or has not yet accounted for, which the
students themselves were interested in knowing about. In the interview following the
lecture, the tutor pointed out:
what I’m trying to pull out when I’m getting them to do the reading, is you get them to see what
the argument is in a piece o f writing, and to actually make challenge to the argument or to see
where the argument fits (transstl:3).

The two groups which were situated close enough for me to observe worked very
differently. One group of three westerners and one Chinese talked with the tutor about
their interest in one of the research findings, and issues related to this finding. The other
group of four Chinese students asked the tutor the meaning of a term in the paper,

2S The reading that students w ere asked to prepare reports on a research study.
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without mentioning anything related to the discussion questions. It turned out that three
o f the students in the group had not read the paper and the fourth one read it without
thinking about it in depth enough to enable her to discuss the questions29. A follow-up
interview with the tutor showed that only the mixed group that I described above met
her expectation o f the intended purpose of the discussion, as she commented:
W hat I found is t h a t ... really only the group on the back, the group on this side at the back
did very w ell w ith that task. A nd they then ended up w hen I w ent over to visit them , they
have used the w hole thing as a sp rin gboard for, really, thinking. ... That’s w hat I want... I
want that more than that they know w hat’s in that reading. You know, the reading is j u s t ...
the stim ulus (transstl:5-6, m y em phasis).

As seemed evident in the part of the data quoted above, the reading and the discussion
questions served as a ‘springboard’ or ‘stimulus’ for thinking. The tutor would like to
see the students think about the arguments in the reading rather than just know about or
accept what is said in it. Therefore, only the mixed group that I observed met the tutor’s
expectation. The tutor also expressed her concern about the Chinese groups:
[T]he groups on this side (with Chinese students only), when I visited them ... they asked me a
question which was about the meaning o f a word. ... that’s quite worrying because what that
means is that they’ve, I don’t quite know how they’ve engaged with the reading as they
prepared it. ... So what they are doing is that, ... they are reading in a way which is focusing
on ... they are not focusing on the whole. They are focusing down on, as I say, on what ...
individual word means. So I’m actually quite concerned that they find the reading difficult, and
partly because obviously here we take, if they are reading, they are reading in a different
language, so the job for them is that they are doing a big translation job. And I think partly the
problem when you are doing a translation job is that you end up looking at minor detail, rather
than the big argum ent... (transstl:3, 5, my interpolation).

The tutor pointed out that the Chinese students tended not to see the overall arguments
in a reading, and the reason for that was partly because of the language issue. She went
on to attribute the Chinese students’ problem with reading to the way English was
taught in China according to her experience of teaching English there twenty years ago:
I used to teach English in China. I taught there twenty years ago. So I don’t know how things
have changed. But certainly my experience then was, and this is how I was told as a teacher as
well, which was that they are very close, very fine grained analysis o f all the texts in English,
that translating every word, and actually looking at the syntactic structure o f every sentence, but
extremely insistent from the students in terms o f trying to get the whole thing. .. .Then they
have to engage critically with it. And possibly critical reading might not be something that they
are particularly skilled at (transstl :6).

29 B ased on inform ation obtained from interview s and personal com m u n ication s w ith som e students in the group that
I observed.
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The part o f data just mentioned above illustrated that some Chinese students did not
read or use the readings in class discussions in the way that the tutors expected them to
and the reason may partly lie in the way in which English was taught in China before
they came to the UK. Interviews with the four subjects seemed to confirm the tutor’s
point above about the way in which English was taught and learned in China. M2
further mentioned that as an English major at university, she was so used to attending to
the details such as the individual words’ meanings, sentence structures, etc. while
reading, that she could not help doing that when she started her master’s study in the UK.
The pedagogical implications for ELT in China will be discussed in the final chapter.
There were also activity system conflicts between Chinese students and students
from other countries, which may not usually be noticed or viewed as conflicts. Chinese
students were usually not as active and vocal as western students (judging from
observations and interviews with the tutors in the two masters’ programmes). And yet
the tutors generally encouraged and welcomed students comments and questions during
the teaching sessions, which often resulted in tutors’ attention or the topic o f discussion
being directed to cater the more vocal students, whose interests and purpose o f doing
the masters’ studies may vary greatly from those o f the Chinese students. Chinese
students may also benefit from listening to or taking part in the discussions initiated by
other students, though most student interviewees in this study complained about the
accents of British students or students of other nationalities, which prevented them
from getting benefit from such discussions. In a sense, students who voiced their
opinions and asked their questions were making better use o f the time in class and
tutors’ attention and feedback. Although there were Chinese students in some rare cases
who would like to take advantage of such opportunities (one tutor remembered such a
‘noisy’ Chinese student from last year), most o f them did not do so. The reason may be
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that they were not used to this kind o f active engagement in lectures, or they did not see
the advantage and benefit of doing so, or they did not think deeply enough to enable
them to initiate a question or discussion, or they were just shy, or they were not
confident with their English (according to personal communications with Chinese
students).

5.5.4 ‘Subject’— ‘Division of Labour’ and ‘Rule’
In terms the of ‘division of labour’, coming from a learning culture where students
were typically assigned a relatively passive role in decision-making (as discussed in
Chapter 4), Chinese students may need to make effort in adjusting to a new role, which
required more responsibility and initiative o f them. However, before the students were
able to make this adjustment, they needed to realize what was expected from them. This
leads to the next issue— conflicts between the ‘subject’ and the ‘rule’. In the ‘rule’
section (see section 5.4.5 above), there is a discussion on the difference between the
‘rule’ governing Chinese students’ past activity system in China and the current ‘rule’ in
the UK. The discontinuity of the ‘rule’ in the two systems was further complicated by
the fact that in the current system, there were implicit norms as well as explicitly stated
rules. And the Chinese students may or may not easily figure out those less explicit
norms and conventions.

5.5.5 ‘Community’—‘Object’
The conflicts between the ‘community’ and the ‘object’ were mostly caused by the
conflicts between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’. As the discussion in section 5.5.3
above indicated that Chinese students and British tutors seemed to hold different views
about some key components in the process o f learning, such as lectures, pair/group
discussions, readings, tutor-student relations, etc., it is almost inevitable that the
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students and tutors may try to construct different ‘objects’ during the process o f activity.
The difference in the ‘object’ being constructed by the students and tutors will also be
discussed in the analysis of the subjects’ reading practices for writing assignments in the
subsequent chapters.

5.5.6 ‘Community’—‘Rule’
The ‘community’ here consists of students o f other nationalities and the members
o f staff. The conflicts between the students and the ‘rule’ may have similarities to the
Chinese students discussed in 5.5.4 above, and therefore will not be discussed here
again. The members of staff usually have a better understanding o f the ‘rule’ as they
have been in the academic community for longer time and may often involve in the
design and implementation of the ‘rule’. There are naturally much fewer conflicts
between the members of staff and the ‘rule’. However, conflicts o f this kind did
sometimes exist, as was evident in the interviews with the ‘Learning to Manage’ module
lecturer (transst4/2:4-5) (see details in 8.3.2.2.2 below).
One point worth mentioning here is that the ‘rule’ did not seem to be determined
solely by the more powerful and established members (i.e. the academic staff) o f the
academic community in question. For example, as mentioned in 5.4.5 above, tutors
expected the postgraduate students to be more engaged in their study and come always
prepared with their readings, because they seemed generally keener than the
undergraduate students (transst2:7). Tutors did not expect students to spend time on
further readings earlier than when they came to do their essays because students would
not usually do it any earlier than that (transst3:4). Another tutor, while commenting on
Chinese students’ writing, mentioned that they tended to use more vivid metaphors and
analogies in their writing, which he did not usually find in students from other countries.
And he considered it a very effective way o f expressing ideas (transst8:4). The

Chapter Five: Activity Systems o f the Two Masters’ Programmes

-194-

examples here all show that the members o f staff in question were very receptive and
willing to make adjustments to accommodate students’ practices, rather than resist and
reject them. However, there may also be tutors who are more conservative and
unwilling to welcome unconventional practices, or to make life easier for students by
not imposing the ‘rule’ too rigidly on them. Conflicts may thus arise.
To sum up, the discussion of the conflicts within the AS in section 5.5 as a whole
shows that the conflicts between the ‘subject’ and other components primarily resulted
from the discrepancy between the students’ current activity system and the past ones
they had experienced. Such discrepancy may add to the difficulty for the students to
fully understand their current learning situation. And the different understanding o f the
purpose o f learning and the functions o f lectures, discussions, readings etc. between the
tutors and students and among different students may make the situation even more
complex.

5.6 C onclusion
In this chapter, I have attempted to answer RQ 3 (What are the main kinds o f
academic reading practices which the students experience in a UK university setting?)
by discussing the details o f the four subjects’ reading practices after they arrived in the
UK, and RQ 4 ( What are the features o f the activity system o f a master s programme in
a UK university in comparison with and in contrast to the activity system that the
subjects used to belong to in China?) by exploring each component o f the AS o f the
masters’ programmes that this study is concerned with, the relationships between the
components of the AS, and the difference between the current AS and the past one. It
has been argued that the data indicate that the subjects’ self-perception as students and
as persons, their past educational and working experiences, their literacy history and
the current context in which they were now living and studying all played a role in
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shaping their current reading practices, and that the conflicts between the components
o f the Lancaster AS mostly arose from the discontinuity between the past AS and this
one. In this way, we can begin to see the value and importance o f the theoretical
perspective on academic reading practices which this research has adopted. In other
words, it has begun to be possible to see how such L2 literacy practices cannot be
satisfactorily accounted for in terms o f a ‘technical skills’ model o f academic reading
o f the kind discussed in Chapter 2, which has tended to prevail in previous studies in
this area. Instead, we need a theoretical framework that is capable o f revealing a
detailed picture of the subjects’ reading practices and the dynamics o f the process of
academic reading activities. In this way also the nature o f the major influences on the
subjects’ reading practices, and their effects, can be identified. This basis of
understanding will be used in the following three chapters to illuminate the parts of
the research data concerned with the details o f the reading for assignment writing
undertaken by the subjects.
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C hapter Six: Doing the First Assignment - E l and E2’s
Experiences
6.1 Introduction
On the basis of Chapters 4 and 5, which have explored the four subjects’ past
education and literacy experiences and the current contexts o f their academic studies, I
now turn to the main focus of this study—the subjects’ academic reading practices for
the purpose o f writing assignments. I am attempting to reveal the details o f the subjects’
reading experiences by looking at the process of constructing the ‘object’ o f their
reading activities, and to investigate the causes o f their reading experiences by
examining the relationships between the components o f the current AS and the
continuity/discontinuity between the Chinese AS and the Lancaster AS. As was
discussed in Chapter 3 (3.3.1) above, I have decided to focus on the subjects’ reading
practices for the purpose of writing assignments for two modules in the first term of
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their degree studies, as, judging by the pilot analysis, this type o f reading practice
seemed the most demanding one for the students, both in terms o f quantity and quality.
The current chapter is concerned with E l and E2’s academic reading experiences while
writing the first assignment; Chapter 7 deals with E l and E2’s experiences o f writing
the second assignment; and Chapter 8 focuses on M l and M 2’s experiences o f doing
two assignments. Through the three chapters, my intention is to see how the subjects’
past literacy and education experiences (as discussed in Chapter 4) and the academic
contexts at the time of the study (as discussed in Chapter 5) may have jointly affected
their academic reading experiences.
As the first part of the thesis focusing on the details o f the subjects’ academic
reading experiences, this chapter will attempt to demonstrate a productive way of
applying the theoretical framework established in Chapter 2 to the data o f the two
subjects in the MA in Education programme, with reference to their experiences o f
reading for writing their first assignment for the ‘Introduction to Educational Research’
(IER) module. It is also intended that, in this way, a “template” for the remaining two
data analysis chapters (Chapters 7 and 8) can be formed, enabling comparisons and
contrasts between different subjects and their experiences across the two masters’
programmes to be facilitated.

6.2 E l ’s First Assignm ent
The two modules in question in the MA in Education programme were:
‘Introduction to Educational Research’ (IER) and ‘Teaching, Learning and Assessment’
(TLA). The first assignment that I investigated was an imaginary research proposal in
the area of education for the IER module (see appendix 8). In this part, I will discuss
how E l read during the process of writing her first assignment— the resources she drew
upon, different ways of reading and uses of reading, and the construction o f the ‘object’
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o f her activity o f reading. The discussion will be based on the Lancaster activity system
(AS) established in Chapter 5. Here, the activity in question is shifted from academic
reading in general to reading for writing assignment. Although this assignment was
their very first assignment in their masters’ studies, they both got satisfactory
results— 6 7 1 for E l and 60 for E2. Through the discussion in this chapter, I am
attempting to account for how and why their academic reading experiences for this
assignment took shape and how and why they obtained satisfactory results.

6.2.1 The Process of Construction of ‘Object’—Five Stages
There seemed to be five stages in the process o f constructing the object in E l ’s
reading activities for the purpose of writing her first assignment.

6.2.1.1 Understanding the Writing Task and Identifying the Reading task
The assignment discussed here was the first one ever that E l and her course mates
needed to turn in during their masters’ studies. Before she engaged in the actual reading
o f academic texts, she first read the assignment requirements— an important type of
reading related to academic reading practices—to get an idea o f the writing task. She
studied the writing requirements carefully and interpreted the task requirement as
follows:

proposal, m

111>k. IftH 3?-i & ' h J ' j l : i f J prob 1e m q u e s t i o n
, HU/n
£ ' > /AfftKvi£ I f & I’n J ^ [ft,

. q u estio nnaire

Actually I find that for the first assignment, our tutors do not expect something that is very
academically complex. They would like to see whether you know research methods; how
well you learn this module; whether you know how to write a proposal; and whether each part
is... (The proposal) is logically coherent as a whole. That’s all. And you don’t have to carry
out the research, to get data and analyse them. You only need to ‘fake i f . To be honest, if you
have good research problem or question, write coherently, and design good questionnaire, I

1 A ccord in g to the Faculty o f Arts and A pplied S cien ces m arking criteria for m aster’s level assign m en ts, marks
betw een 6 0 -6 9 fall into the ‘good p a ss’ category (appendix 15).
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can’t say for sure you w ill have a high mark, but at least I am sure you can pass. That’s how I
see it (transa2:2, my interpolation).

E l ’s understanding of the writing task, shown in the above part o f the data, matched the
tutors’ expectations very well, as was proved by the mark she got for this assignment
(67), and by the comments from her marker that she had a good “understanding (of) the
nature of an academic assignment” (transst8:3).
With this understanding in mind, E l identified three groups o f readings she would
need to do in order to write this assignment. Firstly, since she had little knowledge o f
doing research and writing a research proposal, and because this was a module on
research methodology, she found that readings that can familiarize her with research
design and research methodology were of primary importance. This understanding o f
hers was confirmed in an interview with a tutor while talking about the expected
readings for this assignment: “for the research methods module, it’s the methodology
literature that they need to look at” (transst3:8). Secondly, she found that she needed to
choose a particular topic related to education to base her research on, and she was asked
to demonstrate her understanding of the chosen topic in the proposal by writing about
the theoretical framework drawn upon (see appendix 8 for assignment guideline).
Therefore, she needed to read on a particular subject o f her choice in the area of
education. Finally, as she had decided to use a questionnaire as a means o f data
collection, she would have to read on questionnaire design, which was a subgroup o f the
readings under methodology literature. In addition to learning about general principles
o f questionnaire design, she also felt it necessary to look at the literature in the chosen
subject area in order to find research studies using questionnaires, so that she could get
some idea of what kind of questions were asked in research studies similar to hers in one
way or another, and how they were asked (transal:28, transa2:l-3, 6, 10, 17). In the
following parts, I will talk about each o f her three groups o f readings in turn.
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6.2.1.2 Finding a Way into the World o f ‘Research’
As mentioned earlier (see 5.3.1.1 above), E l considered the methodology module
“very useful” as a course “introducing her into the world o f research” (transa4:l).
However, she did not like reading the textbook recommended by the tutors (transa4:l)
because it was “full of abstract terms and concepts” (transa2:16). With the first
assignment due in a few weeks’ time and with an intension to learn how to do research,
E l did not delay in finding herself some other books on research methodology. There
were two books which had played an important role in helping her form a general idea
o f how to write this assignment (transa2:15-18), and both o f which were “found by
accident”— “being on the same shelf where she was looking for some other books”
(transa2:18). The following part of data shows how the two books helped E l and how
she read them:

1A q u a l i t a t i v e
in troduction, q u a n t i t a t i v e ^7* 7? in tro d u c tio n ,
p t t f r , design research,
1 7 # the intro d u ctio n , purpose
statement, research questions, use of theory
lite ra tu re
To ••
q u a l i t a t i v e fitJ, q u a n t i t a t i v e &T mix •••#!j Jik q u a l i t a t i v e $3
format
M, • • ' ' k + J l M W t t . m m t o o
i i R t U iii7c7 'I A L i'l intro d u ctio n

a r .-^ ^ T a iM u llli^ . * 1 1 - 1 1 .

q u a n t i t a t i v e ftj,
KftilfKj
(transa2:15). -

•— f t l d i S I M T ,
••• r7gf7>#d7¥dllFld#, —
choosing your topic and developing the t i t l e , 17nf5)’7l'7cz7 ri?,

x m & B fc s.

fcMU,

Id.

-d iiT . T iT , M ' K

M

TL—
IS Id o
This book tells you how to write (a proposal), part by part. For example, it tells you how to
write introduction for qualitative research and quantitative research. ... This part ... o f
‘design research’ is most (useful). You see. ‘the introduction’, ‘purpose statement’, ‘research
question’, ‘use o f theory— the literature section in my essay actually’. ... You see, qualitative
(research), quantitative (research), mixed (methods) ... For example, for qualitative research,
what format ... how should you structure (the proposal); what should you write first, what
next ... Although in actual wr iting, you w on’t write about these things (i.e. you should start
with introduction, then purpose, then research question, etc.), this book tells you how to
write. ... This is a very useful book, ... up to here, about seventy pages. But I’m selective in
reading. For example, I’m doing quantitative research, so I only read the parts relevant to
quantitative research. And for instance, I feel the introduction is difficult, so I read this part
closely, and went through the other parts quickly. So it’s browsing plus intensive reading o f
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important parts. (transa2:15). This (other) book, I had planned to read it from cover to cover.
I’ve read up to this far, ... dozens o f pages. ... I’ve read this part ...o f the book ...very
closely— ‘choosing your topic and developing the title’. This part is very very useful for me
in choosing my topic. ... I think the most difficult p a rt... o f doing research is ‘choosing your
topic’, and particularly ‘narrowing down, narrowing down, and further narrowing down your
topic’. So this part is really really helpful. ... And this is the only chapter (o f the book) that I
read from the beginning to the end, word by word (transa2:19, m y interpolation).

The above part of the data seems to show that from the two books, E l learned how to
structure a research proposal, and how to write each part o f the proposal step by step.
In other words, as she read on, she encountered issues involved in each step o f the
research process and learned about how to deal with them. For example, she realized the
necessity o f choosing and narrowing down the topic before she could start with the
research proposal; she learned that she should justify her purpose o f the research and
come up with good research questions; she learned how to justify her chosen method
(Transa2:10); she learned about different types o f sampling (transa2:19). In a sense, the
process o f reading was a process of obtaining knowledge about doing research and
writing a research proposal, which was partly the intended module outcome and tutors’
purpose of setting this assignment (appendix 7).
The above interview data also show that E l was selective in reading, focusing on
what she chose to use, e.g. quantitative research, questionnaire design, and ignoring the
rest. She was also selective in the sense that she paid more attention to what she was not
sure about than what she already knew, which was understandable considering the time
pressure and work load. This seems to confirm a point I have made earlier (section
5.3.1.2 above), namely, that knowledge gained in the process o f reading for writing
assignment was not likely to cover every aspect o f tutors’ expected learning outcomes
(see appendix 7 for specific course objective and outcome).
In short, reading methodology literature set the frame o f the whole assignment:
structure, sections to be included, what to put under each section, etc., which was also
the ‘object’ that El was working at at this stage of reading activity. Another point worth
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mentioning from the data just presented, which leads to the discussion in the next
section, is that from reading the methodology literature, she realized the importance o f
choosing and developing the topic. Reading for choosing and refining her topic was an
essential part in the whole process of reading and writing, which I will discuss next.

6.2.1.3 Choosing and Developing the Research Topic
E l ’s starting points in her assignment reading were personal interest and personal
relevance. In the first interview in week two, she already started thinking about the topic
for the first assignment, which she also hoped to develop into her final dissertation.
Her interest was as follows:
II IB # T E
l(ft,
s tudent P J T H S & i i ,
—
cul t ur e shock

in t e r n a ti o n a l
. . M&,

P0St iz w m .

atjuwjiim Bmm&um, ar-ag b«w*ii tfKfwam n m
M e
What I’m interested in is something related to overseas students, Chinese students, or in a
broader sense, international students who came to the UK. ... A lot o f people come to study in
the UK. So I’m interested in this topic, which involves something like a culture shock, or
inadaptability to the new environment. ... I have no clear direction now. I’ve only started, so
I don’t know what exactly I am going to write about. My main focus w ill be the problems
facing students coming to study in the UK higher education, at the postgraduate level in
particular. I, m yself, have just arrived in the UK recently, and have experience in this respect,
so I’m interested in it and would like to do (research on it) (transa 1:27-28, my interpolation).

Apart from that, the choice of her topic was also influenced by a sample writing o f this
assignment by a past student2, as she mentioned in the following part of the data:
—
, TcIW.fiA/ff
stressfu l

st r ess, teacher s tr e s s ,
s t r e s s BE? •••ifoJELf£ltl
B til

This assignment was influenced by a sample writing, which talks about ‘stress’, ‘teacher
stress’. I was thinking ‘why don’t I write about student stress’. ... I m yself am studying
abroad, and I feel very stressful ,..(transa2:2-3).

Having had a rough direction of the research, El needed to identify the exact focus o f it.
As she reported in a later interview, her “focus (of research) was developed through the
process of reading” (transa2:3, my interpolation).

2 The con ven er o f the m odule IER circulated som e sam ple w ritings by the past students.
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First o f all, she needed to find something relevant to read. She used the ‘key word’
search in the library catalogue to search such terms as ‘culture shock’, ‘stress’,
‘international student’, ‘Chinese student’ etc. (transa2:l). According to her, she
explored almost every book related to culture shock and/or stress in the library; she
checked all books that have something to do with her topic (or the key words listed
above) (transa2:l). By reading them, she found that the concept o f ‘culture shock’
involved many aspects, which might take her too much time to cover before she could
write about it. And there were special terms such as ‘acculturation’, which were totally
new to her (Transa2:2). So she decided not to focus on culture shock. Then she turned to
the literature on ‘stress’, only to find that there was very little literature on it, and that no
one has ever defined what ‘student stress’ was (transa2:3). As she read on, she
discovered that:

mxxmwi^x, m-xrj, s&em
f in a n c i a l s t r e s s , l i f e s t r e s s , 1 i f e s t r e s s
There is no definition for ‘student stress’ because it is too big a term to give a definition to.
There are different types o f stress, such as financial stress, life stress, etc., and there are
further subcategories o f life stress and so on (transa2:3).

Having discovered this, El kept on exploring the books she borrowed on the topics
mentioned in the previous paragraph, with a hope to further narrow down her topic.
Usually, when she picked a book up, she first went through the table o f contents to see if
there was any chapter relevant to her research (e.g. stress, coping and adjustment) as she
only intended to read the relevant chapters (transa2:4). After she decided on which
chapters to read, she would have a look at the introduction or the summary to each of
those chapters to see whether she should go on reading them in detail. As she said:
summary flJ —^ intro d u ctio n 2k•••I*.$JNJS—

Through the table o f contents, and summary and introduction, I can tell which parts are
important to me. ... I also look at the title to each chapter and subtitles within chapters. ... After
I decide on which chapters to read, I’ll glance through the whole chapter to spot sections that
need reading more closely later (transa2:5, 8).

During this process of screening and browsing, El accumulated knowledge in this
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area and identified the exact focus of her research, which is evident in the following part
o f the data:
stress
finan cial stress,
stress.
(ft reason

--stress

>l i f e s t r e s s , academic s t r e s s ,
X , ffllJJF£n£jc

s t r e s s (ft outcome,

s t r e s s $J influence, *£*1 s t r e s s
X4,
s t r e s s lev el,

(ft~M academic s tr e s s . •••
I was not clear, at the beginning, what stress is ... Actually there are many types o f stress, such
as life stress, academic stress, financial stress, etc. There are many types, and I didn’t know
what exactly to write ab out... At the beginning, I only had a vague idea that I was going to write
about stress. ... I still hadn’t decided whether I would write about the outcome o f stress, the
influence o f stress, or reasons o f stress. You had lots o f choices. Then, finally, I decided I would
write about the stress level, i.e. to what extent they (international or Chinese students) feel
stressful, and the variables that influence their stress level. ... Later ... finally I found that I
should write about academic stress (transa2:28, my interpolation).

Besides the books borrowed from the library, El also used online search engines
such as ‘Google’, ‘Find Articles’, and e-joumal databases such as ‘Sage Publications’
and the university library e-database to find journal articles (transa2:9), because she
found that journal articles were more useful for writing than books, as can be shown in
the following part of the data:
tu to r

journal

m n -m m 'M
m m ,
m m ,

jo u r n a l

(ft*
m x m

rn x v^ M x m r,

-h w k ,

m <nm ,
XJIXXX,

IB journal

jo u rn al

ft

,

=

M y tutor also said that journals are most useful (for writing), and I found that to be the case, too.
One journal article that is essential for your writing may be more useful than ten books, because
books are usually too thick, two or three hundred pages and it is not very likely that you could
pick out the section that is useful to you, unless you finish the whole book. Whereas a journal
article is perhaps only a couple o f or a few thousand words, very condensed. Just look at the title,
you ’ll see it’s really useful (transa2:4, my interpolation).

She downloaded articles to her computer and sorted them into different folders
according to their topics, such as ‘stress’ folder, ‘international student’ folder,
‘questionnaire design’ folder, and further separated more relevant articles from less
relevant ones into different folders (transa2:12). Before she downloaded them, there
was a selecting process, as she described as follows in an interview:
ts(ft
c

intro d u ctio n
a b s tr a c t

abstract,
summary

in tro d u ctio n
scan - ~ f , -

I first read the introduction or abstract, ... If it’s not u sefu l... I’ll delete it.

h

#

If the abstract, or the

Chapter Six: E l and E 2’s First Assignment

-205-

summary, or the introduction attracts me, or I find it useful, I’ll download it. ... After that, I’ll
scan the whole article, ... and put the most relevant ones in a folder, and put those less relevant
ones in another (transa2:12).

Up to this stage, E l had got hold of most reference materials she would be using in
the subject area of academic stress for international students from various resources,
though she might not have read most of them in great detail. The process o f searching,
browsing, and selecting relevant readings was also a process o f thinking that helped her
develop the focus o f the proposed research, and find appropriate justification for doing
this research, which constituted the ‘object’ of her reading activity at this stage. Next I
will turn to the process involved in reading for designing the research study data
collection instrument.

6.2.1.4 Learning to Construct a Questionnaire
As was mentioned in 6.2.1.1 above, when she interpreted the writing task, E l had
already figured out that a well-designed data collection instrument (in her case, a
questionnaire) was an indispensable part of a good research proposal, without which
the research cannot possibly serve the researcher’s purpose or answer the research
questions. The research methodology literature again played a role here, by
familiarizing her with the principles of questionnaire design. In addition, she searched
for some questionnaire samples in the Internet to get an idea how others design them,
though the samples did not necessarily have anything to do with ‘stress’ (transa2:8). For
example, she learned how to write a cover letter that usually precedes a questionnaire;
she learned certain ways of designing questions and the options for answers, such as
asking the respondent to choose an age group rather than write down the exact age
(transa4:30-31).
El also found that most studies of ‘stress’ used a questionnaire as a means o f data
collection, including quite a few studies on academic stress (transa4:31). Among those
studies, there was one about academic stress level that was very relevant to hers, in
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which the author used an ‘academic stress level inventory’. She decided to adopt the
inventory as part of her questionnaire (transa2:13). However, she could not understand
how this inventory worked, because the author only listed the inventory at the end of
the article as the instrument for his research without explaining the theories behind the
inventory. According to the reference in that article, she tried to search, by various
means, the key words— ‘academic stress level inventory’, and managed to find an
article, via Google, which explained how to use this inventory (transa2:13).
From the ways in which she handled this group o f readings, it seems that E l knew
not only what readings may help her design the questionnaire, but also how they may
help her in different ways. She also showed her skilfulness in combining different
means o f searching for readings (e.g. use of reference list o f a certain reading to further
explore relevant readings, use of various search engines or databases in search o f
something she did not know for sure where to look for, etc.). Next I will turn to the final
stage she went through in this context, i.e. integrating reading into writing.

6.2.1.5 Integrating Reading into Writing
The previous sections on the stages of E l ’s reading seem to show that the activity o f
reading cannot possibly be separated from writing, because she always bore in mind the
writing task while she was reading, or in other words, her reading was almost
exclusively to serve the purpose of writing the assignment. The three groups of
readings were approached in different ways according to the different purposes they
served in the writing.
First of all, E l ’s reading of the methodology literature played a crucial role in her
writing, providing her with a general framework (transa2:17) to structure her writing.
She read them in a very careful way, taking notes as she read along to help her
understand (rather than quickly browsing them and went back only when she needed to
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quote or cite). Yet the importance of such literature was almost invisible in her list o f
references that she included with her assignment because she did not quote from them
— only one out o f the twelve entries was a book on research projects, from which she
quoted to support her choice of questionnaire as the means o f data collection,
(transa2:17). However, in another sense, reading o f this part o f the literature was visible
throughout the whole assignment—her understanding o f the research literature was
visible in the way she structured the proposal, put forward the research questions, and
arranged her arguments, in the coherence she demonstrated in the whole piece of
writing, and so on.
Reading in the topic area, i.e. ‘stress’, was more visible in the writing compared to
the methodology literature. According to E l, most o f the literature she used comprised
online journals— five out of the twelve entries in the reference list (transa2:ll). While
she was reading online journals, she usually made notes (ibid), copying down sentences
that might be used in her writing as she read on (ibid). She further described the way she
read online journal articles and made notes:
s t r e s s (ft,
iftift,

mykfoto,

to-#,

hkxmm, mm,

• " »

- m m

mmm

Sometimes I read several articles at the same time. For example, suppose there are three
articles about stress here, all o f which I found useful. After I finished reading one, I would turn
to another one ... and then compare among them to see which (arguments suited my purpose
best). ... Or in other words, I made comparisons ‘horizontally’, i.e. across different articles to
find the most suitable things to note down. I also made comparisons ‘vertically’, i.e. reading
through one article from the beginning to the end and noting down useful quotes wherever I saw
them (transa2:13, my interpolation).

Although she made notes while she read both groups of readings mentioned above, the
purposes of note-taking, hence the functions of the readings for writing were totally
different. Judging by the notes she took and her comments in the interviews, when she
read methodology literature, the notes were summaries of the main points that helped
her understand what she read; whereas for the ‘stress’ literature, she focused more on
details that could support her arguments (mostly justification for her choice of the topic

Chapter Six: E l and E 2’s First Assignment

-208-

area, choice o f her research focus, etc.) in the writing rather than on main ideas o f each
piece o f reading.
As for the literature on questionnaire design, E l looked at research methodology
literature for guiding principles for questionnaire design, and this reading functioned in
a similar way as the research methodology literature did for the whole piece o f writing.
She also consulted quite a few questionnaires designed by others for studies either
relevant or irrelevant to the area o f ‘stress’. She sometimes adopted the exact questions
as part of her questionnaire, sometimes modified the questions slightly, and sometimes
developed new questions inspired by the samples (transa4:30-31). E l did not start
writing until it was a week before the deadline, when she felt absolutely ready to do so
(transa2:28-29).

6.2.1.6 Summary
Having discussed the different types of readings and different stages in E l ’s reading
activities for writing her first assignment, it is worth pulling everything together by a
discussion of the construction of the ‘object’ over the whole process o f the reading
activities.
As reading especially for the purpose o f writing, the process started from the
writing task, and ended at a point when reading was integrated into the final written
work. Before she started any reading, El analysed the writing task in order to identify
possible readings she needed to do for successful fulfilment o f this writing. On the basis
of her understanding of the assignment guideline and a sample writing of a past student,
she decided to undertake three groups of readings that she thought essential for writing
this assignment. She approached the three groups differently according to the different
purpose that each group would serve in the writing. For instance, she read the
methodology literature very carefully, making notes as she went along, with the aim o f
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getting an idea of how to structure a research proposal, and what usually can be put
under each section. Also related to the methodology literature was part o f the readings
for questionnaire design, from which she was looking for both arguments to quote/cite
in support of her choice of the questionnaire over the interview as the means o f data
collection, and principles of questionnaire design to guide her in developing questions.
The other part of this group of readings, i.e. questionnaire samples, served both as a
stimulus for creating new questions and as a bank o f questions from which she could
choose and adopt some questions to form part o f her own questionnaire. On the other
hand, from the ‘stress’ literature, she gained not only understanding o f this topic area,
but also supporting arguments for her choice o f the particular area o f research. The
notes she made for this group of readings were points that she could actually quote/cite
in her writing, which served a different purpose from the notes she made for the
methodology literature.
Whatever type of reading activity she was doing and whatever purpose it served,
the overall ‘object’ of the whole process was to gain adequate understanding o f the
relevant areas and sufficient ideas to form arguments so as to produce a successful
written work for assessment purpose. O f course, this ‘object’ was not all clear at the
beginning of the activity. Instead, it evolved gradually and became more and more
obvious during the course of E l ’s reading activities. For example, at the beginning, E l
knew that she needed to choose a subject area and she had a vague idea that she was
interested in the life of international students studying in UK universities; yet she did
not know exactly at that time what the topic would be and how to justify her choice of it,
which she managed to clarify during the course o f reading the ‘stress’ literature. Before
reading the methodology literature, she already knew what she was required to write
was a research proposal, but she did not have a clear idea what it might look like and
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how to construct it, which again got clarified through reading. The emphasis o f her
reading activities at different stages differed from each other (e.g. at one time, she
focused on identifying relevant literature, at another time, she focused more on
questionnaire design, etc.). She was often doing more than one type o f reading activity
over the same period of time (e.g. she was reading methodology literature, searching
the Internet and searching the university library catalogue for books and articles on
‘international students’, ‘stress’, ‘culture shock’ etc., and reading ‘stress’ literature at
roughly the same period of time). Despite the shifting emphasis o f her reading activities
from time to time, and the varying goals of different type o f reading activities, she was
working towards the same ultimate ‘object’— gaining understanding and generating
ideas via reading in order to produce a satisfactory piece o f writing.

6.2.2 Tutor’s Comments vs. E1’s Reflection on Her Reading and Writing
This section focuses on the tutor’s feedback on E l ’s assignment, on the one hand, to
see how well E l met the tutor’s expectation. On the other hand, I also focus on E l ’s
reflection on her reading and writing (to see whether there was a gap between her view
and her tutor’s on her reading and writing), and her understanding o f the tutor’s
comments (as this is also a type of reading practice which may very likely influence
E l ’s later academic reading and writing practices).
In an interview with him, E l ’s marker of this assignment thought quite highly o f her
work, saying that:
[S]he looked at the relevant literature, (in a) quite .. .appropriate way. And then th a t.. .this area
not being particularly well researched before, so she built a case for why ...sh e looked at this
particular area. And then the design and the exploratory nature o f the research looked
appropriate, and that was quite well worked out. .. .1 think you know, overall it was just quite
well done. I mean it ...w as ...w ell structured; it had a clear focus; and there was a good
argument for undertaking it; and so on. .. .which enabled me to give .. .quite good mark, which
was this ...upper sixties (transst8:3, 6, my interpolation).

These comments seem to confirm E l ’s understanding o f the assignment that the
proposal should be logically and coherently designed and have good research questions
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(see 6.2.1.1 above). They also confirm that E l had identified the right types o f readings
and had used the readings in an appropriate way. E l ’s reflection on her assignment
echoed, to some extent, that of her marker’s:
u rn re se a r c h q u e s tio n s i T J f t h r i f t b J ' o IS S HE,
f TIUo
(I) think I have followed exactly the requirements o f this writing task. ... I have not m issed the
point o f the task. Besides, the research questions are appropriate to the topic ... and the topic is
w ell chosen (transa3:l).

However, E l and her marker did not always agree with each other on some aspects
o f her work. There were indications that they sometimes misunderstood each other. For
example, E l thought that one of her weaknesses in the use o f literature was that she
almost always quoted the exact words from the source. And she thought it might be
better if she could have paraphrased them. She admitted that as she was lazy as well as
short of time, she just copied the exact words to her work (transa3:2). Judging by the
appearance o f her work, her marker disagreed with her, remarking that “she didn’t use
that many quotes. .. .As I said, you know, where she did use, they were quite effective”.
(transst8:8). Such mismatch in understanding may have resulted from their different
understanding about the correct referencing.
Another example of the disagreement and misunderstanding between E l and her
marker is concerning one of the marker’s comments, which goes “you may also need to
be aware o f the types of stress that seem to be experienced by different groups, not just
levels” (see comment 3 in appendix 9). El did not quite agree with this comment, or to
be more exact, she did not see the marker’s point in making this comment, as she said in
the following part of the interview data:
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I clearly stated that (my focus) is academic stress. Can there be different types o f academic
stress? I didn’t understand this comment. I was confused when I first looked at the feedback
after I got it back. ... I mentioned here the stressor— the cause o f stress— can be financial,
academic, time, or something ... If the focus o f my (research) question is on academic stress, it
would be weird to mention other types o f stress. ... Or the only alternative explanation is that he
means that there are subcategories in academic stress, but I could not think o f any from the
limited reading I have done in this area. ... Or does he mean that academic stress includes
something like ... for example, science students and arts students may have different types o f
academic stress due to their subject areas? ... Could there be many different types o f academic
stress? I really don’t understand, to be honest. His comment is very vague (transa3:5, my
interpolation).

The interview with the marker revealed that he thought there could be different types of
academic stress:
The problem here ... was that she just talked about levels o f stress, so the way you discuss
stress ... was just a matter o f .. .how much it was. .. .N ow I was saying that .. .there are lots o f
different types o f stress ...n ot just a matter o f how much, ...to what extent do international
postgraduates feel academic stress; how do variables ...influence levels o f the stress o f
international students. But I would thought that gender, age, and nationality might .. .create a
situation where there, ...it was not just a matter o f how, you know, whether people were very
stressed, small amount o f stress, or no stress. But the different types o f things w ill create
different types o f stress. ... So that you could be stressed for example, if you are an international
over ...over your level o f language fluency, ...w hich could create all kinds o f issues for you,
like it meant you work, you could only work at a relatively low, slow pace because you are
trying to do .. .you have to take time to read things. So you got that kind o f issue. If you are a
female student rather than male student then maybe issues associated with academic stress in
this is gender related. I don’t know what they might be for now, but do you see what I mean.
So I .. .just think that stress is not generic, it’s situated, ... so it was that point really. .. .1 mean
level ...is just, level would be just one way ... o f understanding stress. ...W hat is just as
important are the kind o f sources or different types o f stress. You know, if it’s to do with time,
if it’s to do with capability, it’s to do with language uses, if it’s to do with social things, if it’s to
do with emotional issues, and so on (transst8:7).

The m arker’s explanation in the above part of data has shown quite clearly his reason
for making this comment in the feedback sheet. E l ’s confusion about the comment
arose from the simpler and vaguer expression o f the comment in its written form. In
other words, El experienced some difficulty in reading the tutor’s comment. Although
reading tutor feedback is not as central a type o f academic reading practice as some
others, failure in such reading practices also causes problems in students’ academic
reading and writing experiences. El could have asked the marker to clarify his
comment. She did not do so because (personal communications, April 2005) firstly, she
was not the kind of person who was very keen on trying to do one’s best for everything,
which was evident in her attitude towards study during her undergraduate years (see
section 4.2.4 above). Secondly, she had a lot o f new assignments to do in the second
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term, which left her almost no time to attend to the comments for her previous
assignment, especially when the assignment was not directly related to future
assignments. When she talked to the marker about another assignment she would be
doing in the future, she totally forgot to ask the marker about the comments that she did
not understand, which showed that it was not her priority. Thirdly, the assignments that
followed were very different from her first one, so that she could not easily draw upon
her experience and the tutor’s comments concerning her first assignment.
Seemingly, E l did not get much out of the feedback from her marker, because what
she already did well in her reading and writing was confirmed by the marker as good
aspects, which she would simply continue with; whereas, on the other hand, with
respect to the area that the marker would like her to improve, she did not see the
marker’s point very well, nor did she agree with him. However, this does not mean she
felt she had not benefited from the feedback altogether. She reported that
Mas,
s u b j e c t iv e ,

M M * * *

adopt 1

subjective
The most enlightening point (in the feedback) is that as a researcher, if you really want to be a
researcher, you must not have bias3; you must not be too subjective, otherwise you (or your
research) w on’t be convincing. Besides, you need to be rigorous with your writing. For
example, whenever you adopt or adapt anything, you have to give (the original to show how
you ’ve changed it). This is a valuable comment4, so is the one on subjectivity. I’ll try to be
more objective from now on (transa3:8, my interpolation).

This part of the data shows that she considered these two comments in her marker’s
feedback as the most valuable ones for her future writing and research. Comparing E l ’s
views in the part of data quoted above with the marker’s opinions expressed in the
feedback (appendix 9) and in the interview (transst8:7-8), it seems that E l fully
accepted the marker’s comment on the research instrument. However, what she learned

3 C om m ent 5 from E l ’s marker: S u b jectivity is m ore or less alw ays present in research instrum ents i f you m ean
‘b ia s’. In question n aires it is present in the order o f q u estion s, the ch oice o f q u estion s, the w eig h tin g o f variables etc.
(appendix 9).
4 C om m ent 5a from E l ’s marker: M ake it clear that the instrument is in the appendix and the extent to w h ich it has
been adapted (appendix 9).
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fforn the comment on subjectivity seems somewhat different from what the marker
intended to convey. In her writing, E l argued that “an interview .. .is highly subjective
and therefore there is always the danger of bias”, implying that a questionnaire was
better than an interview in this respect. Her marker pointed out that questionnaires can
also be subjective (see footnote 3). On seeing this comment, what came into E l ’s mind
was that the marker was criticizing some of her expressions as being too subjective, as
she also admitted in an interview that her writing was a bit naive, and the tone was a bit
subjective; she also found in her writing quite a few expressions like ‘I’m sure’,
‘overwhelmingly’, etc. (transa3:l). Nevertheless, despite the misunderstanding that
occurred, it should be noted that E l did identify problems in her writing and
conceptualisation and was therefore in a position to avoid them in the future. This
example also seems to show that tutors’ comments on students’ assignments, whether
fully understood by the students or not, may influence the students’ later academic
literacy practices in some way. Therefore, the reading o f such comments is also
important for the students’ academic studies.
Part o f E l ’s interview data shows that her partial misunderstanding o f the marker’s
comments arose because she did not know how to read the comments (transa3:4). The
marker described the process of marking as follows:
First o f all I check the assignment briefly, so I understand exactly what’s their main style. Then
I read through the assignment, and I have a number of, broad criteria that I might also use to do
with the structure and the substance, the extent to which literature was referenced, the coherence
overall, the writing style, sophistication o f the use o f resources, theory and evidence or anything
like that. So I have these criteria, which we agreed in the past to do with the MA. Then I
make specific observations o f aspects o f the text as I go through. And I give those a number,
annotated number so the 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6. Sometimes I write on the script and sometimes I don’t.
Then when I write my final comment, I write a general comment, which deals with structure, the
things I’ve just mentioned, referencing, theory, coherence, originality, all those things. And
then I use the annotated list underneath, which refers to these comments, number 1 within the
text would refer to number 1 comment here, and so on (transst8:l-2).

Therefore, each one of the comment referred to a specific place in the text, rather than to
the whole text in general. El was not aware o f the function o f the annotated list
(transa3:4), and did not know those comments referred specifically to certain places in
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her writing. Instead, she had thought those comments referred to the whole assignment
in general. As a result, she could not always get the points that her marker intended to
convey. Lack o f understanding o f the usual practices (e.g. the conventions o f tutor
comments) in the UK university setting caused some problem in E l ’s reading. Thus,
although such reading of tutor comments does not constitute the central part of students’
academic reading, it can nevertheless also be essential to their academic studies.
In short, the marker said that he “thought overall it was a pretty good piece of
work ... and (the proposal) could be used straight away (transst8:9). This shows that E l
had a good understanding o f the reading and writing task for this assignment and dealt
with the reading o f academic texts (the central type o f academic reading) for the
purpose o f writing well. This also shows that she was able to adjust herself fairly
quickly to the new learning situation and find effective ways o f dealing with the
assessment requirements. However, the marker’s feedback could not fully play the role
that the marker would like it to as El had difficulty interpreting the comments, once
again showing the importance of this type of academic reading. Practically, it may be
more difficult to give students guidelines for reading the feedback sheet than those for
doing the assignment due to the fact that tutors have their own preferences in doing
comments. And it seems quite unusual for markers to give guidelines for reading
comments in each individual feedback sheet as I have not seen any feedback sheet with
a guideline so far both in my experience as a student and as a researcher. Students might
also be unlikely to ask their markers for clarification, as none o f my interviewees in the
MA in Education programme consulted their markers while they did have some
difficulty in understanding the comments (some reasons for this have been mentioned
earlier in this section). With few students asking questions about the comments, tutors
may assume that the students can understand them, because tutors may usually think
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that at the MA level, students are supposed to take more responsibility for their own
learning, and should approach the tutors whenever they have any problems (transstl :8-9,
transst2:3, transst3:6). Therefore, it seems that the students may cope well with some
types of academic reading but not others, and lack o f communication between the
students and tutors prevented the students’ problems from being discovered and solved.
As a whole, the discussion of E l ’s case here has revealed the details o f the reading
experiences while writing an academic essay from one Chinese student’s point o f view,
and has demonstrated the ways in which the theoretical framework established in
Chapter 2 can be applied to the data of this study. In the following part, a similar
analysis will be carried out from another subject’s perspective, so as to reveal possible
commonalities and differences between different subjects.

6.3 E 2 ’s First Assignm ent
Here, I will discuss, in detail, different aspects in E2’s reading practices for writing
her first assignment for the IER module. This will include consideration o f the whole
process of reading and writing from choosing the topic to finally composing the
assignment, tutor’s feedback, E2’s reflection on her reading and writing and her
comments on tutor’s feedback. Comparisons and contrasts between E l and E2’s
experiences will be made, and possible causes for their similarities and differences will
be explored.

6.3.1 The Process of Construction of ‘Object’
This section presents the specific process o f E2’s reading practices for writing her
first assignment for the IER module. This process basically involved four stages: the
choice o f a topic, identification and search for relevant literature, actual reading o f the
literature and deciding on the uses of the literature, and integrating reading into writing.
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6.3.1.1 Choosing the Topic— a Choice out o f Convenience
The

topic

that

E2

was

working

at—novice

teachers’ dilemmas

and

advantages— was not developed by herself, but was designed by her tutors and given to
her as part o f her practice teaching project as a student teacher during her undergraduate
studies in China. According to her, she was not familiar with this topic even though she
had written about it before, because at that time she did not search for the relevant
literature or existing research studies, nor did she study the techniques o f interviewing5.
It was simply a topic that she could use for the IER module assignment (transb2:l).
Therefore, the topic for her IER module assignment was a choice out o f convenience
rather than out o f careful consideration. Thus she made up her mind o f a topic much
earlier than other students, and saved much time.

6.3.1.2 Identifying and Searching for the Literature
Although she already decided on the topic, E2 hardly had any idea how to write the
assignment, as she put it in one of the interviews as follows:

research proposal
What gets taught here is usually mentioned so briefly in the sessions that one almost always has
to learn it by himself/herself. So, after I thought o f the topic for the research proposal, I still
hardly had any idea as to how to write it (transb2:1).

Fortunately, a sample essay written by a past student was distributed to them, and the
tutor also provided assignment guidelines (appendix 8), on the basis o f which E2 was
able to identify the readings she needed to do and to learn about the structure o f the
proposal (Transb2:l).
The sample essay was one of the readings she read most closely (transb2:2-3). She
followed its general structure: from the purpose o f the research, theoretical framework,

5 She n everth eless did m ake use o f in terview in g to co llect data at that tim e (tran sb 2:1).
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literature review of the existing research, to the choice o f methodology6 (transb2:3).
Thus she came to realize that there were three groups o f readings she needed to cover:
firstly, she needed to read in the relevant subject area in search for theories and
justification for her research; secondly, she needed to read research methodology
literature

to

be

able

to

design

the

research

using

the

method

o f her

choice— questionnaire; thirdly, she needed to read both in the subject area and the
methodology literature in order to design a good questionnaire (transb2:l-3).
Among the references she used for this assignment, one was the course book for the
module; a couple o f books were recommended reading from the further reading list (e.g.
a book on ‘how to research’, a book on questioning, transb2:3-4); the rest was found by
herself. She usually used ‘key word’ search in the library catalogue to look for the
literature on the subject area or to locate books recommended by her tutors (transb2:3,
6). Some of the books were found by chance7 (transb2:3, 6). At the beginning, she only
searched for books because she did not know how to search journals (transb2:7). After
consulting the subject librarian, she learned to search journals in the library e-database.
Later on, the librarian also did a session on how to use the library for all students in E2’s
programme, and E2 felt she was able to understand the session better than some o f her
course mates because she already knew something about it (transb2:7). Again, she often
used the ‘key word’ search for journal articles.

6.3.1.3 Reading
She usually read in the library because there were too many distractions in her study
bedroom which made her unable to concentrate on reading (transb2:9). First o f all, she

6 B oth E2 and the sam ple essay used questionnaire as the m eans o f data collection .
7 For instance, o n e o f the b ooks w as in the sam e row as the on e sh e w as lo o k in g for but cou ld n ot find, so sh e took
that book instead (transb2:3). A nother b ook w as on the sh e lf behind her w h en sh e w as reading in the library. W hen
she turned her head, she saw the book and found it quite useful (transb2:6).
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screened what she had found. For journal articles, she would first have a look at the
introduction to decide whether she should read it in detail or not; for books, she would
glance at the relevant parts to see if they were really relevant to her assignment, and
return those irrelevant ones immediately (transb2:2-5, 17).
E2 approached differently the three groups of readings (i.e. the literature on research
methodology, on the subject area, and on questionnaire design), which served three
different purposes. And even within each group o f readings, she did not read everything
in the same way. In the research methodology literature, the course book was read most
closely. She read the ‘research design’, ‘sampling’ and ‘methods o f data collection questionnaire’ sections in the book very carefully. The questionnaire section in
particular was read sentence by sentence, and she made very detailed notes (transb2:2,
o

11, 17). There were another two books on ‘how to research’ that she read quite briefly .
In one of them, she read the ‘questionnaire’ section for the advantages o f this method.
In the other, she consulted the ‘use of theory’ section, which was illustrated by examples,
to get an idea of how to write the theory part in her proposal (transb2:3).
The second group of readings, i.e. the subject area ones, were mostlyjoumal articles,
among which there were two she read carefully, and there were another three or four
articles that she read the introductions only (transb2:17). An article on the ‘Novice
Teachers’ Dilemma’ was read, sentence by sentence, from the beginning to the end, with
only one section about the ‘senior teacher’ being skipped over, and notes were made on
this article in great detail to help her write a summary o f it to go into the proposal
(transb2:13, 18). Another article read in the same way was one on ‘teacher’s
professional identity’, whose theory section she read very carefully in order to write the
theory part in her proposal (transb2:18-19). The other articles that were read less

8 S h e had already read the cou rse book in great detail, so she thought it u n n ecessary to read th ese tw o carefully
(transb2:2, 3).
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carefully served various purposes in the proposal: for example, one o f them, which
looked at teacher development from a philosophical perspective, was used as part o f the
existing research; another one about teachers’ roles in the development o f a school was
used to prove the importance of her research (transb2:10).
The last group of readings included both research methodology literature and
subject area literature. The course book for this module, which she read very carefully,
provided guidelines of questionnaire design; and another research methodology book
showed her more concrete types of questions (transb2:3). Concerning the specific
content of the questionnaire, one book about ‘how to be a good teacher’ was particularly
useful to her (transb2:5). This book talked about good teachers’ characteristics, how
good teachers prepare lessons, manage lessons, etc. and how to self-assess whether one
is a good teacher or not (transb2:5). The main aim o f the questionnaire was to assess
how well novice teachers do in the following four aspects: lesson planning, lesson
management, student-teacher interaction, and psychological adjustment to the new
working environment (transb2:4). Therefore, E2 read some chapters in the book
carefully, trying to think of questions she could ask in the questionnaire. She did not
make notes this time. Instead, she wrote down questions that popped into her mind as a
result of the stimulation by the reading (transb2:4, 5).
In short, different readings serving different purposes in the research proposal were
read in different ways. E2 usually made notes while reading (transb2:13). She used two
ways of note-taking: noting down main ideas as she usually did while doing pre-reading,
or noting down only what she would like to quote or cite (transb2:17). Only at a later
stage of the whole process of doing the assignment, after she started writing, did she
stop making notes while reading, due to time constraints. Instead, she quoted or cited
into her writing directly, or noted down the page numbers (transb2:12).
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6.3.1.4 Integrating Reading into Writing
The previous section (6.3.1.3 above) has already shown some evidence o f the
differentiated treatment of readings by E2 according to the use she made o f them in her
writing. Here, I will talk about the details of how these various kinds o f readings were
integrated into writing by E2.
First o f all, the structure of the whole assignment came from her reading o f the
sample essay by a past student together with the tutor’s assignment guidelines. As was
mentioned earlier (see section 6.3.1.2 above), she read the sample essay very carefully.
In her own writing, she followed the overall structure o f the sample, and imitated the
way each section was constructed (transb2:3). The course book that she read very
closely provided her with the understanding o f research design and questionnaire
design. It played a crucial role in this assignment, though it was seldom cited/quoted in
the actual written work.
Given the purpose o f the literature in the subject area, i.e. to provide justification for
the research, to discuss existing research on the topic, to form the theoretical basis o f the
research, etc., it was not surprising to see, in her writing, more quotations or citations
from this group of readings. E2 read and made notes o f the readings differently
depending on how she would put them into her writing. For instance, when she needed
to put a quite detailed summary of an article in the proposal, she read sections in three to
four articles almost sentence by sentence and made notes o f all the main ideas as she did
for the pre-readings (transb2:13, 17). If she only wanted to mention a reference as the
existing research being done before, or to quote/cite a sentence to support her argument,
she would just browse it and note down the particular point or sentence (transb2:10).
While she was writing, she usually summarized or paraphrased the notes she made
earlier (transb2:13, 17). If she encountered something that she was not sure how to
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interpret precisely, she would quote it verbatim (transb2:16).
While designing the questionnaire, the methodology literature helped her get
familiar with questionnaire organization, types o f questions that she could use, wording
o f the questions, structure of covering letter, etc. (transb2:3, 12); whereas the subject
area literature helped her construct suitable questions that would generate appropriate
information for her research (transb2:4, 5).
While she was writing the assignment, she did not write it part by part in a
sequential order, i.e. from the introduction right through to the conclusion. Instead, she
first wrote the parts that she was certain about how to write, and saved the parts she was
less certain about till later (transb2:2). After the ‘introduction’, ‘purpose o f doing the
research’, and ‘review of the existing research’, there was a section on the ‘theoretical
framework for the research’, which she did not know how to write. So, since she already
decided to use a questionnaire, she jumped to the research design parts first, which
included reasons for choosing this method, research procedure, and so on. Finally she
started designing the questionnaire, by which time she had got some help from her tutor
concerning the ‘theoretical framework’. Therefore, as she was working on the questions
for the questionnaire, she was also reading and writing the theory section (transb2:2-3,
7-8).

6.3.1.5 Summary
As the term ‘reading for the purpose of writing’ indicates, the overall ‘object’ of
E2’s ‘reading for writing’ was to produce a piece o f written work on the basis o f her
reading activities. Although she had a vision o f this overall ‘object’ at the beginning of
the whole process of doing her first assignment, E2 could not possibly know what and
how exactly she was going to read to fulfil the writing task until she was actually
working on it. For example, only after she looked at the sample essay written by a past
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student and the writing guidelines from the tutor did she realize that there were three
groups o f readings that she needed to do (see 6.3.1.2 above for details). Some o f the
references were given by the tutor so that E2 did not need to search for herself. For
others, she had to search and then screen the results to decide the exact readings to do.
For still others, i.e. references for the ‘theoretical framework’ in the proposed research,
she even did not know what to look for. Fortunately, she consulted her tutor by email,
and got a satisfactory answer, which directed her search for the relevant literature
without wasting too much time in looking around and wondering about the relevance of
what she came across. During the course of reading, it became increasingly clear to her
how she could use each piece o f reading in the writing, hence she read them differently
depending on their potential uses, and made notes in different ways accordingly (see
6.3.1.3, 6.3.1.4 above).
At different stages, she focused on different activities— for instance, she read the
methodology literature at one time, and worked on the subject area literature at another
time; she read about the theories at one time, and read about questionnaire design on
another occasion. Sometimes, the fulfilment o f one activity was the prerequisite for the
next activity— for example, analyzing the writing task led to the recognition o f relevant
literature; searching for relevant literature must be done before actual reading started.
All in all, various activities all served one purpose, i.e. the construction o f the ‘object’
o f ‘reading for writing’— getting E2 ready for satisfactory production o f a piece o f
written work through reading activities.

6.3.2 E2’s Reflection vs. Tutor’s Feedback
Looking back at the experience of completing her first assignment, E2 summarized
a few points that made the process of writing smoother (transb5:l). Firstly, she had the
sample essay written by a past student, who had also used a questionnaire as the means
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o f data collection, to help her structure and organize the whole assignment. Secondly,
the writing requirements from the tutor also clearly set the expected content for each
section, so that she did not need to think hard about what to write. Thirdly, she asked a
tutor about the theoretical framework for her research and got a very useful answer,
which directed her to the right path for searching relevant literature. Fourthly, she used
the topic that she had used in her undergraduate years and thus saved much time in
deciding on the topic. Moreover, she was lucky enough to find some references that
suited her topic very well. Finally, she had very convenient channels o f data collection9,
which also helped her doing the second assignment task for the same module
(transb5:l). In general, she was satisfied with this assignment and was sure she would
not fail it: as she put it, “if this one fails, I am afraid I am not able to produce any work
that passes (transb5:l)”. However, she was also aware that her work was not good
enough to get a ‘distinction’, because there were no original or novel ideas, nor was the
writing absolutely well-knit. She also felt that the questionnaire also had much room for
improvement (transb5:l).
Therefore, the tutor’s mark10 more or less met her expectations (transb5:l). Some
o f the tutor’s comments also confirmed E2’s opinions about this assignment. For
example, the tutor remarked, “A good piece o f work. You’ve done a useful range of
reading, and have hit on professional identity as an appropriate organising concept.
You’ve devised a sensible strategy for sampling, building on your existing range of
contacts” (appendix 10).
In terms of the tutor’s criticisms, E2 agreed with most o f them, and explained

9 H er undergraduate cou rse m ates w ere m ostly sch ool teachers, w h o w ere able to be respondents th em selves, and
w h o cou ld a lso distribute m ore questionnaires am ong their co llea g u es to enlarge the num ber o f respondents
(tra n sb 5 :l).
10 S h e g o t 60 , the m inim um mark in the ‘good p a ss’ category accord in g to the F aculty o f Arts and S ocial S cien ces
marking criteria for the m aster’s level assign m en ts (appendix 15).
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various causes for not being able to do better while writing the assignment. For instance,
one o f the tutor’s comments went, “while your referencing is generally good, there is
the odd blooper, probably caused by lack of familiarity: e.g. there is no such author as
‘Judith, B ’ (appendix 10)”. E2 was quite surprised to see herself make such a silly
mistake11 since she had paid special attention to referencing (transb5:2). She believed
this was very likely a slip of the pen out of haste because she would not usually confuse
first names with last names (transb5:2). Another criticism was concerning the length of
the questionnaire12, as the marker commented,
Take care not to let individual questions run over more than one page. ... I particularly liked
your draft covering letters, which struck me as likely to persuade folk to answer what is a
moderately long questionnaire. Enclosing an evaluation form as w ell might be going just a
little too far though! (appendix 10).

E2 attributed this to her lack of experience in questionnaire layout. After she rearranged
the layout, there were only three pages of questions, excluding the evaluation form
(transb5:2, 4). The tutor also pointed out that “I presume you are going to administer
your questionnaire in Chinese. You should, therefore, give some consideration to issues
connected with translation and cross-cultural understanding” (appendix 10). E2
explained that she had thought about this issue, but did not know she should mention it
in the assignment (transb5:2).
There was also one criticism about which E2 had a different opinion from the tutor’s,
which seems likely to have resulted from E2’s incomplete understanding o f the tutor’s
comment. The tutor questioned her about “the evidence o f believing that questionnaires
produce more truthful and reliable answers than interviews”, whereas E2 just
emphasized her own unsupported belief in this being the case in the writing and also in
the interview with me (transb5:3). It could be that she did not know what counted as
evidence from the tutor’s point of view, as it is not possible to know the tutor’s opinion

11 A s sh e put it, this is like “h aving shipw reck in the sew er drain” (P jf^ M fS litn ), m ean ing fa ilin g in a very e a sy task
(transb5:2).
12 The q uestionnaire plus evaluation form w as 11 pages in length.
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about ‘evidence’, in this case, as the tutor declined to be interviewed.
There was still another comment that E2 was not sure about, in which the tutor said,
I also liked the way you sought to draw your questions out o f the literature. I wasn’t so sure
how closely some o f them were linked to the issues you wanted to research, but they should
provide useful data related to them, (appendix 10).

She did not know whether this was a compliment or a criticism, i.e. whether the tutor
thought the questions were able to provide useful data or the questions should be
improved so that they could provide useful data (transb5:2, 3). Despite the difficulty in
understanding the comments, she did not bother to ask the tutor for clarification13. The
two cases o f E2’s confusion about the tutor’s comments seem to indicate that like E l,
E2 coped well with the central type of academic reading (i.e. reading o f academic texts)
and experienced some problems in the more ‘peripheral’ type o f academic reading (i.e.
reading o f tutor comments). Unlike E l, E2’s problem in this respect mainly lay in her
knowledge o f the English language.
In summarizing her impression of the tutor’s feedback on her first assignment, E2
said she felt that the comments were too general and superficial, without profound and
detailed criticism. What the tutor did point out seemed to her to be trivial mistakes or
negligence, such as the referencing, and cross-cultural issues (transb5:5). She was not
satisfied about the fact that the tutor only provided an overall comment, without
marking or writing anything inside the assignment. In short, E2 did not think this
feedback provided her with useful guidance for future assignments.
The discussion in this section seems to suggest that discrepancy may exist not only
between what the tutors expected to see in the students’ assignments and what the
students actually produced; but also between what the students expected to see in the
tutors’ feedback and what the feedback actually looked like. There were language

13 S h e u su ally m ade an effort in trying to contact the tutors for ad vice on her assign m en ts. She said that the reason
w h y she did not bother to contact the tutor this tim e w as m ainly out o f her laziness: she felt that em ail w as n ot a good
w a y to clarify her q u estion s about the com m ents, and she did not w ant to take the trouble o f arranging a face to face
m eeting. Sh e said there w as also the issu e o f accessib ility o f the tutor (personal com m u n ication s in A ugust 2 005).
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barriers that prevented non-native English speaking Chinese students like E2 from fully
understanding the tutor’s comments, which in turn made the comments less useful.
Furthermore, her reluctance in communication with the tutor regarding her difficulty in
understanding the comments kept the comprehension problems unsolved, thus
undermining the usefulness of the tutor’s feedback.
On the whole, the analysis of the process o f constructing the ‘object’ in both E l and
E2’s cases demonstrates quite clearly the inter-relatedness o f the reading and writing
practices in the academic discourse community: e.g. the groups o f readings the students
did and the ways in which different readings were read and integrated into writing were
all determined by the writing task. The analysis also shows that accounting for both
central (e.g. reading of academic texts) and ‘peripheral’ (e.g. reading o f tutor comments
and task requirements, etc.) academic reading practices were essential in understanding
the students’ experiences of academic literacy and academic studies in the UK
university setting in question. Therefore, it is necessary and sensible to study reading
from a contextualized approach that this study is adopting.

6.4 An A ctivity System View o f E l and E 2 ’s Cases
Having discussed the details of E l and E2’s reading practices for writing their first
assignment, I will present an AS view of E l and E2’s cases by exploring the ‘subject’
component o f the AS and the relationships between the ‘subject’ and other components
in order to identify possible causes for the subjects’ reading experiences. In so doing, I
will also draw attention to the similarities and differences between E l and E2.

6.4.1 ‘Subject’
The ‘subject’ is the agent in the AS from whose point o f view the AS is constructed.
Therefore, it is the first component that will be discussed here. In doing so, I will focus
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mainly on two aspects o f the ‘subject’— i.e. the subject’s personal history o f literacy and
education, and the emotional dimension o f the subject’s literacy practices, in line with
the way that the NLS framework gives particular emphasis to the effects o f these two
aspects on the ‘subject’s ’ current literacy practices.

6.4.1.1 Personal Literacy and Education History
As two students with different educational background and life experiences, it
would not be surprising to find E l and E2 dealing with the same reading and writing
tasks differently. First of all, the analysis above indicates that their self-perception or
self-image influences their reading practices. For example, E2 always perceived herself
as an average student, which appears to have made her tend to follow the tutors’
instructions more closely concerning reading tasks, regardless o f her personal interest,
personal relevance, or the task difficulty14. E l, on the other hand, being a top student
throughout the years o f her education, tended to follow her own preference o f reading
rather than the tutors’ requirements (e.g. she gave up reading what she found
incomprehensible, uninteresting, or very likely irrelevant to her future career - see 5.3.1
above).
While the influence on E l and E2’s reading practices o f their self-perception/image
had more to do with life-long experiences, the following difference, regarding their
choice o f topic for their first assignment, appears to have had more to do with their
experience at university in China. E2 had experience o f doing research in education
during her undergraduate years as a student of history education. She borrowed the
topic of her previous research which was designed by her tutor at that time for this
assignment, so that she saved time and effort in developing a topic o f her own (also see

14 D uring the first term, E2 reported (transbl :7-8, tran sb 2:13) that sh e alm ost alw ays did pre-reading tasks, n o matter
h o w d ifficu lt, or boring a reading m ight be. She d id n ’t g iv e up pre-reading even w h ile sh e w as w riting her
assign m en t (see 5 .3 .2 .2 ab ove).
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6.3.1.1 above). E l had no experience of doing any research in any area before, which
forced her to start thinking about this assignment early. Taking into account her own
interest, E l decided on an initial focus which was subsequently further developed and
refined through wide reading in the subject area (see 6.2.1.3 above). E l ’s effort in this
respect was positively acknowledged by her marker’s comment15. Whereas in E2’s
process o f constructing the ‘object’, she did not go through the stage o f reading in order
to choose a subject area for the research proposal as she decided to use the topic
designed by the tutor o f her undergraduate studies in China. It is likely that the
relatively smaller amount of prior thinking in deciding on the topic may have also
affected her mark.
There were some other differences in the specific process o f constructing the
‘object’ between E l and E2. For example, E l did not start writing until she finished
most of her reading and she wrote from the first section o f the assignment to the last,
one by one; whereas E2 first focused on readings concerning the design o f the research
and questionnaire and the writing o f the corresponding sections, and then she turned to
tackle the section on the theoretical framework, which she considered most difficult and
saved to the last, doing more searching and reading o f the relevant literature.
On the whole, El and E2’s self-perceptions as students and as persons which were
established during the years of their education in China, and their education and
working experiences jointly affected their academic reading practices in the Lancaster
AS o f the MA in Education programme, though the general stages they went through in
the course o f reading for writing and their ultimate overall ‘object’ o f their reading, i.e.
trying to produce a satisfactory piece of writing on the basis of the knowledge and ideas

15 T he marker com m ented that “the proposal b egin s w ith a useful review o f the literature on stress o f both h om e and
international students and argues that this area has not been the subject o f a sp e c ific a lly focu sed inquiry before. ...
T his is a g o o d d iscu ssio n o f the focu s for the study” (appendix 9).
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gained from reading, were similar.

6.4.1.2 Emotional Aspect—Seeking a Sense o f Security and Certainty
Take E l as an example first. Her activity o f reading for writing her first assignment
started from the beginning of the first term, and lasted for almost six weeks. Judging by
the analysis in the foregoing parts (see section 6.2.1 above), the reasons for this appear
to have mainly lain in E l ’s sense of insecurity and uncertainty in the new learning
environment: firstly, E l was unfamiliar with the UK higher education system, so she
was not sure how much effort she should put into writing assignments. Secondly, the
particular assignment discussed in this chapter was the first assessed work that she
needed to turn in, and she did not have much previous experience o f academic writing
to draw upon, as she said: “this was the first time (for me to write a research proposal).
I had absolutely no idea how to do research (transa2:19, my interpolation)”. Thirdly,
this assignment was a research proposal, which required knowledge o f doing research
in general and knowledge of a specific topic for her proposed research, both o f which
was absent on her part. The only safe way out was to take the assignment seriously and
started working on it early.
Right at the beginning of the first term, as soon as she discovered that the
recommended textbook was difficult to read as it was “full o f abstract terms and
concepts (transa2:16)”, she immediately tried to look for and managed to find some
easier books on research, which helped a great deal with her understanding o f the
structure o f the research proposal. From as early as week two, she started thinking
about the topic of the research proposal and started searching relevant literature by
various means and reading extensively in order to narrow the topic down (transal:28).
Around week four or so, the course convener circulated a more detailed assignment
guideline (appendix 8) in response to various questions that students asked about the
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assignment, which E l studied very carefully. In one o f the interviews, she once
remarked that it was the two books on research design and the tutor’s assignment
guideline that made her feel sure how she should do this assignment (transa2:19). She
also studied closely a version of this assignment done by a former student, which was
distributed to all current students at the beginning o f the term. This sample served as a
model for her writing, which she referred back from time to time to ensure that her own
writing did not go wrong. By the time she finished writing, she was quite certain that
she had followed the writing requirements closely (transa3:l).
E2’s experience in this respect while doing her first assignment was quite similar to
E l ’s, except that E2 also frequently consulted the tutor for advice. The tutor’s prompt
and useful replies saved her much time in searching the right literature.
In short, an early start and extensive reading o f the right literature were two
essential factors that provided E l and E2 with a sense o f security and certainty, which
in turn ensured the successful fulfilment of this assignment. E l and E2’s desire for
seeking a sense of certainty and security, seemed to guide their reading practices during
the process of writing the assignment for the IER module (e.g. urging them to make the
right decisions for what readings to do carefully and what to do briefly, how to use each
reading differently, etc.); and such positive emotions, in turn, seemed to facilitate their
accomplishment of this assignment. E l ’s experience o f doing other assignments also
confirmed that lack of good time management and lack o f the right type o f literature,
which prevented the formation of the positive emotions (e.g. a sense o f security and
certainty) may lead to disaster (this will be discussed in 7.3.1 below). E2’s active
communications with the tutor also proved very effective and helpful in providing the
sense of security and certainty while she wrote the assignment for the IER module.
However, when she could not get this kind of helpful support from her tutors, the
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process of seeking a sense of security and certainty was disturbed, which also
negatively influenced her experiences o f academic reading and writing. In a sense, E l
and E2’s desire for seeking a sense of security and certainty functioned to guide the
decisions they needed to make in their academic reading activities. Equally, as will be
shown in 7.3 below, the disturbances and obstacles that prevented these subjects from
achieving positive ruling emotions in a subsequent assignment can be seen as having
led to undesirable academic reading experiences on that occasion.

6.4.2 Relationship between the ‘Subject’ and ‘Community’
The relationship between the ‘subject’— the two Chinese students in question, and
the ‘community’— staff and other students in the same MA programme is examined
first among all the relationships between the components because it concerns the
relationships between people, and also because the relationships between the ‘subject’
and ‘rule’ and ‘division of labour’ were often embodied in the interactions between the
‘subject’ and ‘community’. I will examine the relationship between the ‘subject’ and
‘community’ from two perspectives: cooperative and supportive relationship, i.e. the
‘network of support’ on the one hand, and conflicts on the other.

6.4.2.1 Network o f Support
‘Network of support’ refers to people to whom E l and E2 turned for help or who
offered help without being asked for. In E l ’s case, she once sought support from her
tutor by asking questions via email; she consulted me as a researcher and friend for
advice on choosing a topic; she learned from some friends about on-line journal
databases that she used quite extensively. Although it seems that her network did not
spread widely, with a written sample of this assignment and a very detailed guideline
from her tutor (see appendix 8), El still did a good job. For E2, in doing this assignment,
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the primary source of support, concerning reading and writing, was the tutor, to whom
she wrote emails asking various questions for her research and from whom she got very
clear and helpful answers. A particularly difficult question she asked was about the
possible theoretical framework for her research and she realized later how crucial the
guidance from this tutor was in this respect, since many of her course mates still had no
idea o f their theoretical frameworks even when they submitted the assignment
(transb2:8). Her marker also recognized this as a strength o f the assignment, saying that
“you’ve done a useful range of reading, and have hit on professional identity as an
appropriate organising concept” (appendix 10).

6.4.2.2 Conflicts between the ‘Subject’ and ‘Community’
Due to the inner conflicts between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’, and between the
‘subject’ and ‘rule’ (see 5.5.3 and 5.5.4 above), discrepancies exist between the tutors’
and students’ understanding of the purposes and functions o f reading in relation to
teaching sessions, of the expectations of written work and feedback, and of the language
used in assignments or feedback. For example, for term-time reading, both E l and E2
only aimed to understand the readings, whereas some o f the tutors hoped they could be
stimulated by the readings and generate their own thoughts and arguments (see 5.5.3
above). In some seminars based on certain readings, tutors found that students did not
read in a way that enabled them to participate effectively in the discussions (transstl :5-6,
transst3:5). Besides, some of the later assignments required students to produce critical
reviews o f academic papers, which could not be satisfactorily fulfilled if students only
aimed to understand rather than critically evaluate the readings (there will be a
discussion concerning this topic in Chapter 7 (7.3.2.3.1 below)). Sections 6.2.2 and
6.3.2 above have both presented examples of lack of understanding or incomplete
understanding between the students and tutors. For instance, tutors criticised E l and E2
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for not mentioning certain issues that should have been included, when E l and E2 had
in fact either considered the issues but not stated them explicitly in the assignments
(because they thought it unnecessary to mention such issues (transa3:3, transb5:2)), or
had mentioned them in certain ways that the tutors still felt insufficient (transb5:3).
There were also occasions when students could not fully understand or even
misunderstood tutors’ comments probably due to a language problem. One occasion
was when E l, while justifying her choice of using a questionnaire rather than interview,
E l wrote “interview ... is highly subjective and therefore there is always the danger of
bias”. The tutor commented,
Subjectivity is more or less always present in research instrument if you mean ‘bias’. In
questionnaires it is present in the order o f questions, the choice o f questions, the weighting o f
variables etc.’ (appendix 9).

While the tutor appeared to wish to point out that questionnaires cannot be completely
objective, the message that E l got from this comment was that the tone o f her statement
was too subjective and that she should use less adverbs such as ‘highly’,
‘overwhelmingly’, ‘obviously’, and the like (transa3:l). Therefore, we can see there
may be gaps between what the tutor intended to convey in and what the student took
from the comments.
Whether they were aware of the difficulty in understanding tutors or not, the
students may not try to contact tutors for clarification mostly due to their laziness.
Considering the ‘rule’ and ‘division of labour’ in the Lancaster AS (see sections 5.4.5
and 5.4.6 above), which involves student initiative and playing an active role in study,
the norm would be for the students to be proactive in seeking more communication with
the members of staff so as to lessen misunderstanding between the two parties.
Meanwhile, the responsiveness on the part of the staff may also be crucial to encourage
students’ attempt of communication with them. The module IER convener’s prompt
responses to individual students’ queries, and the way these also resulted in a more
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detailed set o f assignment guidelines being provided for all the students, were examples
o f good practice in this respect. Without the supportive response from this convener,
students may have found more difficulty in the course o f doing this assignment. More
discussion o f this issue will appear in Chapter 9 (9.4.3.1).

6.5 Conclusion
This chapter has presented a detailed picture o f E l and E2’s reading practices while
writing their first assignment. The overall findings and conclusions are as follows:
Firstly, despite the differences between the current AS and their past AS (see Chapters 4
and 5 above), E l and E2 made a successful adjustment to the new contexts in certain
aspects (such as use of the library, Internet resources, etc.) and fulfilled the first
assignment with satisfactory results. However, there were also certain aspects where
their adjustment was not so good (such as understanding o f the function of lectures,
understanding o f tutors’ expectations about students taking the initiative and main
responsibility in learning, and so on). Some o f the negative consequences o f these
factors, as they affected the students’ subsequent performances, will be discussed in
Chapter 7.
Secondly, it seems that the relationship between the ‘subject’ and the ‘community’
(members of staff in particular) influenced, to a great extent, the students’ learning
experience and performance. The more supportive the ‘community’ is, the more
rewarding the students’ learning experiences and hence the better performance they
may possibly achieve. El and E2’s experiences of doing the first assignment were a
case in point: without the module convener’s prompt responses to their email, without
the sample writing, or without the further assignment guidelines, it seems likely that
they would not have done as good a job, nor would they have had as smooth a set of
experiences during the course of their reading and writing. Full communication
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between the two parties is the crucial element that makes the supportive ‘community’
possible. If E l and E2 had not asked the convener for advice, they would not have got
help from the convener; if there had not been many students asking similar questions
about the assignment, the convener would not have thought about producing further
guidelines. Moreover, if the tutors could have been more explicit about the use of
pre-readings and the purpose of choosing particular readings, the students might have
benefited more from reading and might have read in a way that the tutors would have
liked them to; and if they had asked the markers of their first assignments about the
comments which confused them, the students could have benefited more from this
writing experience. It can therefore be argued that the students need to take more
initiative in seeking opportunities to communicate with tutors, and meanwhile tutors
need to be responsive in order to make the communication possible. Lack of effort on
either part will make communication impossible (there will be further discussion in
Chapter 7 concerning this point).
This chapter has examined the reading experiences o f E l and E2 in connection with
their first assignment from a perspective of academic literacy practices that was
described in Chapter 2, i.e. a combined NLS/AT approach. By the use o f this framework,
it has been possible to see how the subjects’ academic reading practices have been
shaped by their past education and literacy experiences, their established attitudes
towards reading and learning, the relationships between the components of the
Lancaster AS, and the differences between the Chinese and Lancaster AS.
In this way, it has been possible to see that far from being simply a matter of
‘technical skills’, academic reading practices also involve the interactions between
various elements in the personal, historical, cultural, institutional and social contexts.
The combined framework of NLS and AT approach seems able to help me gain more
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insights into the Chinese students’ academic reading practices at Lancaster University
and the ways in which their experiences o f academic reading may be more rewarding
and their learning experiences more beneficial than adopting an ‘autonomous’ view of
reading.
In Chapter 7 that follows, I will discuss E l and E2’s experiences o f doing the
assignment for the TLA module, using a structure similar to the one I have followed in
the current chapter, in order to see how and why their experiences o f reading for writing
another assignment may be similar or different to the one discussed in the current
chapter.
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Chapter Seven: Doing the Second Assignment—E l and E2’s
Experiences
7.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I will focus on E l and E2’s reading practices while they were writing
their assignments for the MA in Education ‘Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA)’
module. The assignment for the TLA module consisted o f two tasks: Task A was a
review task of 1000 words and worth 25% of the total mark, and Task B was related to
Task A but was longer (3000 words) and worth 75% of the total mark (appendix 12).
There were two topics with two different papers for critiquing1 for Task A, and separate
requirements for Task B (appendix 12). El chose the second o f the Task Atopies and E2
chose the first. Their reasons for choosing their topics varied and so did their
experiences of reading for the assignment. The marks they received for this assignment
were as follows:

1 T h ese papers w ere often referred to as ‘target papers’ in the data, thus I w ill also u se the term ‘target pap er’ from
this point onw ards.
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E l - 61 (57 for Task A and 62 for Task B)

•

E2 - 56 (for both tasks).
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By discussing E l and E2’s experiences in doing the TLA module assignment, I will
show how their reading practices were both similar to anddifferent from those o f their
previous assignments. Also, unlike Chapter 6, which looked closely at the process o f
reading p er se in relation to the students’ assignment for the ‘Introduction to
Educational Research’ (IER) module, the discussion here provides a more
system-oriented view of the matter by in-depth discussion o f the components o f the AS
and the relationships between these components. It concludes with an overall discussion
o f the AS of the MA in Education programme and the subjects’ academic reading
practices that took place within this system.

7.2 The Process o f Construction o f ‘O bject’
Similar to E l and E2’s IER module first assignment writing process, there are the
following stages in the whole process of constructing the ‘object’ in their reading
activities for the their TLA assignments as well: choosing the topic, understanding the
task and identifying readings, searching readings, reading, and finally integrating
reading into writing (see figure 7.1 below). However, although the general process
remained similar, E l ’s process of doing this assignment was full o f dramatic ups and
downs, as will be revealed during the discussion that follows; whereas E2’s process was
relatively smooth.
Understanding
the Witing
Task

Deciding on a

Identifying

Topic

Reading?

Reading

Figure 7.1: Constructing the ‘object’

7.2.1 Choosing the Topic
There were two topics for the students to choose for this assignment: one was
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conceming the contents o f the first seven course sessions, i.e., Vygotskian theories, such
as scaffolding and ZPD; the other concerning the contents o f the last three sessions, i.e.,
motivation. E l chose the second topic simply because it only involved three sessions,
which she felt probably meant less work for her2 (transa4:17, transa5:l). However, it
turned out that she thought too positively about the seeming advantages o f choosing this
topic while overlooking the hidden disadvantages, as she realized later: firstly, as was
her usual practice, she did not do pre-reading tasks for those sessions, which meant she
did not get any input from those readings; secondly, she said she did not get anything
from the teaching sessions because the lecturer gave what she thought boring lectures
and she found the contents difficult to understand, which made her finally lose interest
in listening to the lectures3; thirdly, she felt the lecture handouts were too concise to
provide her with an overview of the main theories in this area; finally, there were so
many course mates writing about this topic and hence competing for limited resources
that she could not get hold of any of the necessary books when she started working on
the assignment one week before the deadline, which was disastrous for her in particular,
since, because of her previous inaction, she now needed to learn everything about this
topic by herself from such sources (transa4:17, 30, transa5:l).
In contrast, E2 made a sensible decision to avoid the second topic because she
“could not understand a single word in the ‘motivation’ sessions (transb6:10)”, nor
could she understand the pre-readings, which were full o f statistics and models
(transb6:10). The process of choosing the topic described above seems to show again
that not only the reading of academic texts particularly for the purpose o f writing
assignments but also reading of lecture notes, pre-readings and the like during the term
time played essential roles in the process of reading for writing the assignments (also

2 Sh e m ight not be the o n ly on e m aking this assum ption: 14 out o f 16 students in her program m e ch o se this topic.
1 A ll four students that I interview ed in this program m e had sim ilar com p lain ts about this lecturer.
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see 6.2.2 and 6.3.2 for a discussion of the role o f more ‘peripheral’ types o f academic
reading practices).
In addition to the choice between the two topics, there were two tasks for both topics:
Task A being a 1000-word critical review o f a target paper, and Task B a 3000-word
essay related to the issues in the target paper (appendix 12). By choosing the second
topic, E l had to make another decision for the focus o f Task B, as was stated in the
requirements that “there are too many theoretical approaches to motivation for it to be
possible to sensibly cover them all here, so you will also need to select your theoretical
point o f focus, and to argue for your choice” (appendix 12). E l ’s choice o f ‘rewards’ as
her focus was inspired by a course mate who also wrote about ‘rewards’, and E l
happened to find relevant references in this area, which enabled her to accomplish the
task (transa5:3). Her marker had positive feedback on her choice o f the focus, saying
that “the choice o f rewards systems as a focus for the essay is a good and appropriate
one” (appendix 13). E2 did not need to make any decision in this respect since the
requirements o f her topic had already listed very specific questions (appendix 12 for
assignment details); and by simply answering these questions one by one, E2 could be
able to produce the writing.

7.2.2 Understanding the Task and Identifying Readings
Both El and E2 experienced difficulty in understanding the requirements o f Task
A—a critical review o f a target paper (appendix 12). E l had thought she just needed to
provide a summary of the target paper. But since she was not sure about her
understanding o f the right way of writing critical reviews, she discussed her concern
with some course mates and myself. One of her course mates had consulted the tutor
about this issue and got a response from the tutor which went “you shouldn’t say I like
this part. You should say why you like this part, why they are good”, which made her
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realize that she had to argue for or against some o f the arguments o f the target paper as
well as provide a summary (transa4:12). Before she started doing this assignment, she
got the tutor’s feedback on another critical review task, which further clarified to her
that she should not only form her arguments about the target paper but also find
evidence in the literature to support her arguments, and that she should try to criticize
the article as well as complement it (transa4:7). However, she still did not have a clear
idea about what to read except the target paper for Task A because it was in itself a very
comprehensive review article with 16 pages o f references. As E l put it, “the target
paper has made use o f almost everything on ‘interest’ and ‘goal’, some o f which I even
don’t have access to. What else can I find (in addition to the huge number of references
used in the target paper) to support my arguments?” (transa4:26, my interpolation).
Therefore, although El successfully identified the area o f readings she needed to do for
Task A, she still had difficulty in doing the task.
E2, fully aware of the importance and benefits o f communicating with the tutors,
again emailed the tutor to ask for clarification o f the requirements for Task A
(transb7:6-7). The tutor explained clearly that E2 should compare how the author of the
target paper writes about the neo-Vygotskian theories and how other authors, such as
those of the pre-readings, write about the same topic (transb7:6-7, transb8:4). Also from
the tutor’s reply, E2 inferred that the pre-readings were suitable ones to use for writing
Task A.
Both subjects found Task B of their respective topics easier to understand. E2 did
not ask her tutor for further clarification, as the requirements were very clear to her, i.e.
she should provide a literature review about the neo-Vygotskian theories, which was an
extension of what she did in Task A, talk about the barriers o f putting the theories into
practice, and then provide possible solutions (transb8:4, appendix 12). As she clearly
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understood the writing requirements, she also realized what she should look for from
the readings, i.e. neo-Vygotskian theories, barriers in application, and solutions
(transb8:4, transb7:8). E l, having decided on ‘rewards’ as the focus for Task B before
she started working on this assignment4, had no difficulty in identifying the reading task
according to the writing requirements (appendix 12)— she should read on theories of
rewards, and research studies on rewards which could inform her how to better motivate
students in classroom (transa4:19). At this stage, reading mainly involved more
‘peripheral’ type of academic reading such as reading o f the writing requirements, of
tutor emails, and so on.

7.2.3 Searching for the Readings
While doing this assignment, both E l and E2 reported that the reading lists provided
in the handout played an important role in helping them search for relevant
literature— the majority of their references were from those reading lists (transab6:l-2,
transa4:2,4). In E2’s case, with the help of the tutor, she already considered pre-readings
as key readings, especially for Task A (transb7:6-7). However, she found pre-readings
alone could not provide her with sufficient ideas for Task B, so she had to search for
other references as well (transb6:5). Before she used the key word search in the library
catalogue, she tried to look at the references in the additional reading lists provided by
the module tutors and found them useful, which saved her time searching for her own
references (transb6:1-2). Although she could not find everything in the reading lists that
she would like to read, E2 could still get hold of two thirds o f them in the library (as
there were only two students in her programme doing this topic) which were enough for
her to do the assignment (transb6:5).

4 E l started w ork in g on this assign m en t m uch later than her course m ates, som e o f w h o m had alm ost fin ish ed w riting
before E l had even started thinking it over seriously, so that she got inspiration for the ch o ice o f focu s from a course
m ate w hen a group o f them were exch an gin g exp erien ces o f d oin g this assign m en t (transa5:3).
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Similar to E2, E l used the reading lists provided by the tutors as the main source of
reference— all the books she used came from those lists, with a couple o f journal
articles searched by herself in the library e-database. Apart from that, however, E l ’s
experience was quite a different story from E2’s. Since she started working on the
assignment much later than her course mates, E l went to the library only to find that
every single book on the topic of ‘motivation’ out on loan (transa4:17). She started
panicking from that moment because she knew that without appropriate reference
books, she could not possibly write the assignment, especially when she had learned
nothing about the topic from the teaching sessions (transa4:18-19). Fortunately, two of
her course mates were willing to share some books with her. From those books she
happened to find readings relevant to her chosen area o f focus— ‘rewards’ for Task B.
She was also lucky to find relevant journal articles from the e-database (transa4:19,
transa5:2, 4). She also discovered some tips for quickly finding useful references: e.g.
exchanging ideas with course mates was a shortcut to learn about the usefulness of
references; in the library catalogue, the more reservations a book has, the more useful it
is (transa5:4). Due to her problem of getting hold o f reference books and also being a bit
unwell, she applied for and was granted two weeks’ extension, which gave her some
time to recall more books (transa5:3). Despite that, the overall number of references she
was able to include in this assignment were fewer than in some of her other assignments
because o f lack of availability o f the books, and o f e-joumal articles on the topic of
‘rewards’ (transa5:6). Although in the end, she was able to get the minimum necessary
number of references for Task B, she was still at a loss what references to use for Task A
since the authors of the target paper almost exhausted all the references in the area of
‘interest’ and ‘goal’ (transa4:26, also see 6.2.2 above). Only after she finished Task B
did she manage to find a couple of references from a book she read for Task B to support
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her arguments in Task A (transa5:7).

7.2.4 Reading and Integrating Reading into Writing
As was the case while writing their first assignment, readings were read differently
by E l and E2 depending on their intended uses in the writings. Here I will talk about E l
and E2’s cases in turn to reveal their practices and the similarities and differences
between them.

7.2.4.1 E 1’s Case
In interviews with her at this stage, E l described herself as a “totally extrinsically
motivated student” in terms of motivation theory, and one who “totally avoids
performance goals” in terms of goal theory (transa4:20). Therefore, she only read what
was directly useful for her writing (transa4:21). The first item she read and the only one
that she made notes on was the target paper, since it was the starting point and the basis
o f the whole assignment (transa5:l). She read the whole paper carefully twice, because
she needed to write a summary of the main arguments in it and also to critique them.
The first time she read it, she attended more to the details (such as the meaning o f words
and sentences) o f it, consulting the dictionary for new words while she went along. For
the second time, she paid more attention to the general ideas o f the article, underlining
important sentences, and summarizing main ideas o f paragraphs in the margin o f the
pages (transa4:18, transa5:1). While she was writing Task A, she read the target paper a
third time. Thanks to the notes she had made, she could quickly turn to the parts that
were relevant to her writing and read them only, instead o f going through the whole
paper again (transa5:7). In fact, she did not start writing Task A until she had finished
Task B, because firstly, she had a bad experience o f writing a critical review for another
module, which made her feel afraid of similar tasks; secondly, Task B was relatively
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independent of Task A and could be written without relying on the fulfilment o f Task A;
and thirdly, Task B accounted for 75% o f the whole assignment, the completion of
which would greatly ease her anxiety and pressure from this assignment (transa5:l,2,
transa4:22). Therefore, she went straight on with readings for Task B after she had read
the target paper twice for Task A (transa5:1, 2).
Apart from the decisive role of the target paper in Task A (i.e. being the basis o f the
summary and critiquing, transa4:22, 24), another important function o f reading the
target paper was to clarify her approach to Task B, and hence to determine the reading
list for it. She decided, after reading the target paper, that she would argue for the
positive effects o f ‘rewards’, and therefore, she would particularly look for arguments
to support this aspect (transa5:5-7). As was discussed in 7.2.2 above, E l had already
identified two purposes of reading— one was to find out the theories about ‘rewards’,
the other to find out ways of applying the theories to classroom practice from the
existing research studies. There were two books and three journal articles which played
a key role for her in Task B (transa4:19, transa5:3). For one o f the books, she carefully
read the first six chapters twice— line by line, page by page, chapter by chapter, without
skipping anything (transa4:20, transa5:4). She did not usually make notes except when
she read the target paper. Instead, she underlined important parts and folded the comers
o f the pages with key points for easy relocation (transa5:5). This book not only provided
her with a systematic overview of the relevant theories, but also offered many cases to
help her understand the theories and generate ideas of application (transa4:19, 21,
transa5:2, 3). After reading this book, she formed a rough outline o f the essay for Task B
(transa5:5). The key journal articles were read and marked in a similar way (transa5:5).
She felt that journal articles were usually more compactly stmctured, thus easier to
make use of in writings: for example, she could find theories, comprehensive reviews of
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existing research studies, and case studies in those articles that she could use in her
writing (transa4:19, transa5:5). She read three key articles in a way similar to the
reading of the key book. Besides the key readings, she read other references more
briefly by only looking at certain sections that she thought relevant (transa5:4). The
more she read, the clearer she was about the structure o f the essay and what to put in
each section. After finishing about a dozen readings, she was ready to write Task B. As
for Task A, she read sections in a couple of books and journals to find evidence for
supporting her argument (transa4:23).
From the above discussion, it is not difficult to see the differentiated treatment of
readings by E l according to their potential uses in the writing. Generally speaking, E l ’s
reading served two major purposes in the process of writing. First o f all, it helped her
think. For example, readings on theories helped her organize her thoughts and structure
the essay (transa4:20, 21, transa5:5); reading of the target paper set the tone o f her main
arguments in Task B and gave a direction for her further reading for Task B
(transa5:5-7); reading of case studies helped her generate ideas and organize arguments
for the second half of the essay, i.e. ‘how to minimize the harmful effects o f rewards’
(transa4:20). Secondly, it provided her with evidence from the literature to support her
arguments (transa4:20-21, transa5:5), without which her essay would be considered
unacceptable as academic writing.
Accordingly, she used four ways of integrating readings into writing. Firstly, the
target paper was the basis on which the summary and critiquing in Task A were made
(transa4:22, 24-26). Some readings (the target paper included) were transformed into
the structure or organizing thoughts of the essay and might not appear overtly as sources
o f reference (transa4:19-21, transa5:5). Some readings were quoted either to introduce
the theories or to support her arguments (transa4:19-21, transa5:5). Quotations were
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preferred to citations because she was afraid of misinterpreting those abstract sentences
(transa4:20). Still other readings provided cases to illustrate her arguments for the
application of the theories (transa4:20, transa5:3, 6). Except for the roles o f the target
paper, the ways in which readings were integrated into writing were similar to those for
the IER module assignment (cf. 6.2.1.5).

7.2.4.2 E 2’s Case
Unlike E l, who did not know for sure what to read in order to write Task A, E2
already had a clear idea of the readings for Task A thanks to her communication with a
tutor about this assignment. Therefore, she started with Task A. Like E l, the first item
E2 read and the one that she read most carefully was the target paper (transb7:6). By
reading carefully, she meant reading word by word, sentence by sentence, without
skipping anything (transb6:5, transb8:2). She read it at least three to four times, each
time making different notes or marking the text in different ways. For example, the first
time she read through it, she was looking at the general structure o f the paper, marking
at some points and making notes in the margin. The second time she read it, she made
notes in a separate paper in order to have a clearer view of the main ideas. The third time,
she paid more attention to the deeper implications of the paper and see what and how
she should comment on the target paper according to the writing requirements. The
reason why she read it again and again was because she knew even though she might
have understood all the details of the paper and its general ideas, she still needed to
explore the underlying implications of it and to find a way to critique it (transb7:6). The
notes for the target paper were also the most detailed ones that she did for all her
readings for the TLA assignment (transb8:l).
According to her tutor, to write a critical review, she should read something similar
to the pre-reading items for the teaching sessions (see 7.2.2 above). The next set of
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items she read were three pre-readings, which she read two to three times in a similar
way to how she read the target paper (transb6:5, transb7:9, transb8:l). Though she had
read them and made notes about them before, she still needed to read them carefully
again this time because on the one hand, she might have forgotten about some aspects of
them, and on the other, she was reading with a different purpose now from the time she
first read them (transb8:1). She was used to marking the text or making notes every time
she read an item because otherwise she would easily lose track o f what she was reading
(transb8:l). Every time she read, she found different aspects to mark or to note down,
and gained some new understanding (transb8:l).
The notes she made included a brief summary o f the main ideas— sometimes a word
or two in the margin, such as ‘definition’, ‘characteristics’, ‘why scaffolding’, etc.
(transb8:l), quotations that she could put in her writing (transb6:5, transb8:l), a
tentative plan o f the essay structure, and sudden thoughts and ideas occurring to her
during reading (transb7:9).
As E2 reported, the process of reading was also a process o f thinking (transb7:9),
which was similar to E l ’s case. For example, when she read about ‘computer-based
teaching activity’, she was thinking about its possible differences from ordinary or
conventional teaching, and judging whether the arguments about computer-based
teaching were sound and convincing (transb7:10). If she agreed with the arguments, she
then would try to find other evidence to support her approval o f them (ibid). Moreover,
when she found evidence that she might be able to use in the writing, she often needed
to think about how to modify it to serve her own purpose, since it was often originally
used for a different purpose (transb7:10).
Apart from the target paper and pre-readings, she read other readings only once,
though she did not usually skip anything within the readings. She noted down what she
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thought useful or marked the texts, but not in as much detail as she did for the target
paper and pre-readings (transb8:3).
To sum up, in E2’s case, readings were handled differently according to their
different uses in the writing, and the functions o f reading mainly included providing
useful quotes, helping her think and generate ideas for different sections, providing
examples o f how to comment on the theories and practices o f scaffolding and ZPD, and
providing sources o f evidence to support her claims and arguments (transb7:8-10,
transb8:3).

7.2.5 Summary
The analysis of E l and E2’s reading practices while doing their second assignment
in section 7.2 has demonstrated that there was a general process that E l and E2 went
through while writing both assignments with the following stages: choosing the topic,
understanding the task and identifying readings, searching readings, reading, and
finally integrating reading into writing (see figure 7.1 above). On the other hand, there
also seem to have been both similarities and differences between E l and E2 and
between their first and second assignments. For example, for both subjects and for both
assignments, academic reading (both central and ‘peripheral’ types o f academic reading
practices) played an essential role in students’ academic writing and in their whole
experiences of academic studies in the UK academic discourse community. There were
differences between El and E2 concerning their choice o f topic and process o f decision
making, their way of reading individual items, of note taking, o f searching references,
o f time management, etc. How well the two o f them did in each o f the stages also varied.
In the following part, I will investigate the possible reasons for these similarities and
differences by exploring the components in the AS and the relationships between the
components.
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7.3 A System View o f the Academ ic R eading Practices for W riting
In this part, I will mainly discuss the ‘subject’ component o f the AS, as it is the agent
from whose point of view the whole AS is constructed, as well as the relationships
between the ‘subject’ and other components in the AS. The ‘object’— another important
component in the AS which shapes and directs the activity in question—has already
been discussed in section 7.2, when the process o f constructing the ‘object’ of the
reading activities for the purpose of writing was explored, and therefore will not be
discussed again here.

7.3.1 ‘Subject’
In this section, I will discuss E l and E2’s personal histories and the emotional aspect
o f their experiences during the course of reading for writing this assignment, as these
two NLS-based concepts - both integrated into the ‘subject’ component in the AS seemed to be very influential in the subjects’ academic reading experiences in this
instance. The two subjects’ personal histories and the differences between them will be
examined first, in order to explore the causes for the different experiences E l and E2
had in doing this assignment, and this will be followed by a discussion o f their emotions
during the course o f their reading and writing.

7.3.1.1 The Influence o f Personal History
E l ’s problems while doing this assignment were mostly caused by her late
start—the task was assigned to the students at the beginning o f the first term and was
due towards the end o f term two, yet she started working on it just one week before the
deadline. For instance, her biggest problem— lack of reference books - was mostly due
to her late start, which in conjunction with other factors such as her views on the lack of
value of the handouts and the unenlightening lectures, her lack o f effort and interest in
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doing pre-readings, and the fact that many other course mates doing the same topic and
competing for the limited resources, left E l with no sources o f input in the relevant area,
which in turn made the writing tasks impossible to fulfil successfully. As E l recalled in
an interview after she finished the assignments for the TLA module, whether she could
finish the writing tasks successfully was determined, to a great extent, by the
availability o f reference books, especially those which were not too difficult and
abstract yet could provide her with a clear overview o f the theories and practices in the
area (transa4:17-19). Only after her course mates submitted5 their assignments did she
manage to get more books and to find the task easier to do (transa4:18).
A closer look at her past experiences appears to indicate that her difficult
experiences in this assignment were mainly because o f a false confidence resulting
from the self-image she had developed over the years o f her education experiences. Her
self-construct of herself as a top student appeared to have given her the confidence to
believe that she could finish the assignments in one week. And she had never
experienced any failure in the past whenever she tried to fulfil tasks under time pressure.
For example, during her undergraduate years, she often prepared for exams when they
were very close. While the students were given months to do their undergraduate
dissertations, she managed to do it within one week before the deadline. However, she
appeared to forget that now she was in a different education system in which the
situation may be different (see sections 7.3.2.3.1, 7.3.2.4 below for further discussion).
Another of her usual practices as mentioned earlier (see 4.2.4 above) was to only want
to invest a calculated amount of effort in her academic study, which led to her choice of
the second topic of this assignment, which involved the contents o f only three lecture
sessions, even though she had not learned anything from the teaching sessions: this

? She w as granted tw o w eek s' exten sion (see 7.2.3 above for details).
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behaviour might be seen, once again, as a product o f her over-confidence in her ability
o f study on her own. It turned out that she did have the ability to work all by herself even
under time pressure— in fact, she started out knowing almost nothing in this area but
nevertheless managed to finish Task B in about five days, which was not an easy job,
though it certainly was painful experience (transa4:18-19, 23).
In contrast, E2, not as confident as E l, chose the first topic even though it involved
seven lecture sessions, because she could not understand the lectures or the pre-readings
o f the second topic (transb6:10). Seeing herself as an average student, she had a more
down-to-earth attitude in study. For example, she tried to do most o f the pre-readings,
tried to listen to the lecturers, and left enough time to do the assignments (two weeks in
the case of this assignment, transb6:l), which all made her experience o f doing the
assignment smoother than E l ’s. However, apparently also because o f her self-image as
an average student, she would not try hard to read more or try to integrate more readings
into writing (transb6:l, trtansb7:7), so as to get a better result. Towards the end of her
process of writing, she felt absolutely fed up with reading and writing and just wanted to
get it out of her way (transb6:l).

7.3.1.2 The Emotional Aspect of Reading for Writing
The emotional aspect of El and E2’s reading practices has been worth discussing
here because it seems to influence, to some extent, the process o f constructing the
‘object’, and hence their experiences of the whole reading and writing activities.
Its effect seemed especially salient in E l ’s experiences in doing this particular
assignment, where she experienced panic, shock, loss of confidence, self-denial, and,
finally, regain of confidence. Due to her “blind self-confidence” (transa4:16) as she
commented later in an interview, she only left one week to do this assignment, at which
point she knew virtually nothing about the topic she was going to write about. She now
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realized that her self-confidence at that time was unrealistic because she did not take
into account the unexpected situations that might occur to slow down or impede her
process of reading and writing. For example, by the time she went to the library to
search for the references, not a single book was left on the shelf, which made her start
panicking because without relevant reference books to give her knowledge about the
topic and the ideas of constructing the writing, she would not possibly be able to fulfil
the assignment (transa4:16-17). She was lucky to be able to borrow some books from
her course mates and started reading (transa4:19, transa5:2,4). However, a bigger shock
also struck her at that time— she got the result of another essay, which was unexpectedly
low. This was the first time in her entire life to get a failing mark, and she was absolutely
shocked (transa4:26). Meanwhile, she found the articles that she was reading too
difficult to understand. All this pushed her to the edge of break down. She was in total
despair and self-denial as she thought about her situation: she had failed her previous
essay; she had to apply for an extension to finish the one she was currently engaged with;
and she even could not understand what she was reading (transa4:18-19, 21), all of
which was against her image of herself as a good student. In fact, she was in such a bad
mood that she could not work properly on the assignment. The very idea o f doing the
assignment made her nervous and she was at a total loss what to start with and felt it
almost impossible to finish the task (transa5:l-2, transa4:17-18, 21). Fortunately, she
was given a two-week extension, which allowed her to calm down, and made time for
her to get hold of more references (transa5:2). With the help o f the books that were
easier to read, she finally managed to understand more difficult readings and finish Task
B fairly quickly - five days to read and write it (transa5:2, transa4:16-17, 19). By the
time she finished Task B, she had regained some o f her confidence. She did Task B first
not only because it accounted for 75% of the overall mark, but also because she was
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really afraid o f writing Task A— a critical review, which was a similar task to the one
that she had failed (transa4:22). Another reason that she felt Task A was difficult was
that the target paper had a huge list of references so that she could hardly find any
references that were not already used by it (also see 7.2.2 above). Again, the prospect of
not being able to find references to help her form arguments and to support her
arguments made her feel uncertain and insecure (transa4:25-26). There will be more
discussion about her difficulties in writing the critical review in 7.3.2.3.1 below.
Looking back at the whole process of E l ’s emotional change from confidence, to
panic, shock, despair, self-denial, and finally back to confidence (or at least partly
confident), it seems that reference books and articles, especially the appropriate ones
that were not too difficult to cause confusion and frustration, played an important role in
helping her regain confidence and finish the writing task. I am not denying that the
soothing effect o f the extension also eased a great deal o f pressure from her. However, if
she had not been able to find the appropriate references to read, it would still have been
impossible for her to write the assignment— her experience o f doing Task A was a case
in point: the difficulty in finding references other than what has been mentioned by the
target paper authors made her uncertain again about her ability to write a proper critical
review; she finally started writing it because she told herself it only accounted for 25%
o f the mark and would not matter so much even if she failed again (transa4:22). It was
through reading that she gained knowledge and ideas, which in turn gave her the
confidence to do the assignment (transa5:7). Besides, time pressure did not seem a big
problem for her since she can usually work faster than others (transa4:16,28). In a sense,
reading (reading appropriate references in particular) brought her a sense of security
and reassurance. Or in other words, it seemed that she was seeking a sense o f security
from reading to keep her reassured that she was able to do the assignment. It also
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indicated the vital importance o f academic reading in the students’ academic studies,
thus once again confirming that the study o f reading should not be constrained to the
narrow cognitive approach.
Although E2’s experience was not as dramatic as E l ’s, the emotional aspect also
played a role in the process of reading and writing. She spent two weeks on this
assignment, which she thought a very long time, and towards the end, she was so fed up
with it that she simply wanted to finished it as soon as possible, though she knew there
was much room for improvement in her essays and she could have integrated more
reading into it to make it more sophisticated (transb6:l, transb7:7). She admitted that
she was not in the right mood to study hard at that time (transb8:2). She did not have the
enthusiasm to work as hard then as she did in the first term. And that might have been
due to the fact that what she learned here was not something practical that she could put
straightaway into classroom practice. Although she did not think courses on educational
research totally useless, if she could choose again, she would prefer courses focusing
more on classroom practices rather than research and theories (transb6:13). Besides
uninteresting courses, she also complained about the quiet and boredom o f life in a
small town, which made her study even more unbearable. Because o f such sentiments,
it appears that she did not feel like investing all her energy and enthusiasm in her
assignment. She treated it as a burden that she would like to get rid o f once she was sure
it was good enough to pass6.
This analysis of the emotional aspect of El and E2 with respect to this assignment
seems to indicate that emotions may strongly affect literacy experiences in this context,
and this possibility should therefore be taken into account by both students and the

6 She estim ated at the tim e o f su b m ission that the assignm ent m ight get a score b etw een 50 and 60, and it turned out
that her estim ation w as right (transb6:8)— she got 56, w hich fell into the ‘p a ss’ category (i.e. 5 0 -5 9 ) according to the
Faculty o f Arts and S ocial S cien ces m arking criteria for m aster’s level assign m en ts (appendix 15).
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members o f staff. Efforts should be made on both parts o f the students and members o f
staff to prevent the negative emotions from appearing and to facilitate the formation of
positive emotions. I will return to the discussion about the tutors’ and students’
responsibility in the final chapter. Next, I will discuss the relationships between the
‘subject’ and other components in the AS.

7.3.2 ‘Subject’ vs. ‘Community’, ‘Rule’ and ‘Division of Labour’
In this part, I will explore the relationship between the ‘subject’ and its surrounding
contexts, which includes the ‘community’, the ‘rule’ governing the ‘community’ as well
as the ‘division o f labour’ within it. There are both positive aspects o f the relationship
which helped to make the ‘subject’s’ experience o f reading for writing smoother and
easier, and negative aspects that contributed to the difficulties and problems that the
‘subject’ experienced during the process of reading for writing.

7.3.2.1 Network o f Support
I am using the term ‘network o f support’, which I have derived from the NLS, to
refer to the supportive relations between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’. Both E l and E2
sought help or were offered help without asking for it, which was crucial to their
fulfilment of the assignment. In E l ’s case, she got much useful information through
informal discussion with her course mates. For example, she was inspired by a course
mate in their casual talk to choose ‘rewards’ as the focus for Task B, which saved her
time in reading around to decide on a topic (transa5:3); by talking to a course mate
about critical reviews, she learned that the tutor expected to see in Task A not only a
summary but also whether and why she agreed/disagreed with the target paper authors
(transa4:12), and this prevented her from making a big mistake; when she could not get
hold of any books due to her bad timing, some course mates lent her some o f their
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references to start with instead of wasting any more o f her precious time (transa4:19,
transa5:2, 4); when she was absolutely in despair about her assignment and lost all her
confidence, she asked me as a researcher and friend to listen to her problems and give
her advice. All this support and help may only seem tiny, but without it her experience
o f doing this assignment would undoubtedly be even worse and the result less desirable.
E2 also benefited a lot from her network o f support, and her primary source of
support was the members of staff. Ever since her first assignment, she had formed the
habit of asking her tutors about anything she was not sure about. More often than not,
she got useful replies from the tutors, which gave her direction about what to do and
which saved her great effort and much time in finding the way out on her own. For
example, her tutor, in a reply to her email, showed her how to use the literature to
critically review the target paper; after she finished writing Task A, she emailed another
tutor asking about a section in her writing that she thought might have a problem, and
again got reply saying that she was not right in commenting on the paper that way, so
that she was able to cut that part out (transb8:4). As with E l, without such help and
support, E2’s experience of doing this assignment would be less smooth and the result
might be worse.

7.3.2.2 ‘Subject’ and ‘Community’— Non-cooperative Relation
However,

in

addition to

the

supportive

relationships,

there were

also

non-cooperative relationships between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’. The fellow
students in the same MA programme competed for the limited resources such as
reference books, tutors’ time and attention, etc. That explained exactly why El could
not get hold of any references when she started doing this assignment. In addition to the
competition for resources, according to personal communications with some students
from this programme, it seemed that not every student was willing to share useful
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information such as experiences passed on by former students, replies from the tutors
concerning queries of assignments, and the like, with their course mates, which also
reflected one aspect of the non-cooperative relationship among the fellow students.

7.3.2.3 ‘Subject' and ‘Community— Mismatch o f Expectations
In this section, I will discuss the conflicts between the ‘subject’ and the members of
staff, by looking at the mismatch in their expectations o f each other.

7.3.2.3.1 Regarding the Critical Review
The first aspect worth mentioning here is the different understanding o f the concept
o f a critical review that existed on the part o f the ‘subject’ (El and E2) and the members
o f staff. As already explained, Task A involved a critical review o f a target paper, which
both E l and E2 found difficult to handle, so much so that E l postponed writing it until
she finished Task B (transa4:18, 22), and E2 had to stop writing Task A due to her
uncertainty and resumed it after she finished Task B (transb6:10). The original cause of
their uncertainty was their receiving unexpectedly bad results

n

for an earlier

assignment for another module (hereafter referred to as assignment X for module X)
which was also a critical review of a paper. They complained that no tutors from any
modules had taught them how to write a critical review before they were asked to do it
for the first time (transa4:7, transb6:4, transb7:ll). Although they were given fairly
detailed guidelines for assignment X, and E2 also asked the module X convener to
clarify some o f her questions, they still did not meet the tutors’ expectation very well,
judging by the results they got. However, when they submitted assignment X, both of
them were confident that they had done the right thing (transa4:6, transb7:l-4, 11). As
they explained, their main problem in assignment X was the way they used literature in

7 E l got 4 2 (i.e., a “ F ail”), w hich she reported cam e as a great sh ock to her, as sh e u su ally v iew ed h erself as a good
student. E2 got 53 , w hich, w h ile constituting a low “P ass”-level result, w as u nsatisfactory to her too.
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the critical review. The assignment guideline required them to “summarise the article
and explain how it relates to existing literature on the topic. ... How do his work and his
conclusions, compare with any other work on assessment and/or vocational education
that you have read...”, whereas they only used the two theory chapters in a key book for
module X as the main reference book to comment on the target paper (transa4:6-7,
transb7:2-3). What both E l and E2 did in their review was to compare the way the
author wrote about the procedures of a policy formation with the policy formation
theories in the key book, and they both thought quite positively about the target paper in
this respect because the author’s way o f analysing the policy matched the theory
(transa4:6, transb7:l). Also, besides their use of literature, they were both criticized for
being too descriptive and not critical enough because they mostly agreed with the
author’s analysis (transa4:6, transb7:l). The module X convener realized that there
were some common problems in many students’ assignment, so he spent an hour talking
about this assignment and listed a group o f sentences that were too descriptive in
contrast to another group of sentences that were appropriate for a critical review
(transb7:2). However, this session did not seem to help E l and E2 much considering
their next experience of doing critical review task.
Thus, despite their first experience of writing a critical review, i.e. assignment X for
module X, E l and E2 still encountered difficulty and uncertainty while they were
writing critical reviews for the TLA module assignment under focus. The reason may be
not only because the markers’ feedback and the brief session on writing a critical review
were inadequate to clarify their questions and concerns, but also because the target
paper and hence the task requirements were different. Take E l for example first. From
the pervious critical review assignment, she mainly learned two big lessons
(transa4:6-7): one was that she had to use the existing literature to comment on the
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target paper or to support her arguments about the target paper; the other was that being
critical meant one should not give positive comments all the time, but should also find
fault with the target paper. She paid special attention to these two aspects while doing
the critical review in the TLA module assignment, but only to find that she could do
well in neither o f them. The reasons she gave for this (transa4:26-27) included firstly,
that this paper was not an empirical study, but a review o f others’ studies and reviews
with a reference list of 16 pages. She felt it was difficult to find references in this area
that were not mentioned by the authors of the target paper. Secondly, the target paper
here seemed to her to cover most aspects of the chosen topic and presented arguments
from both sides about many issues. The authors were experts who knew this area far
better than E l did. As a newcomer to this field, it took E l quite some time to understand
and follow the authors’ arguments, which she thought well-organized (transa4:25-6).
With great effort, she finally managed to give one criticism, which the marker did not
o

think was all that appropriate . E2’s experiences echoed E l ’s in that she also felt that
she did not know the theories as well as the authors and that she mostly agreed with the
authors’ arguments. Although she asked the tutors for advice on the critical review, i.e.
TLA module Task A, the marker still thought her review too descriptive (transb8:5,
appendix 14).
E l and E2’s experiences of writing critical reviews suggest that both the students
and the tutors failed to meet each other’s expectations. From the tutors’ point o f view,
they might not have expected to find the students unable to produce proper critical
reviews, as they did not appear to make any special effort to help students in writing
critical reviews. Or, in other words, the tutors might have assumed that students all
know how to write review articles. From the students’ point o f view, they did not expect

8 W h ile she w a s w riting this criticism , she also knew that her argum ent w as not w ell grounded. Sh e m ade this
criticism in order to m ake her review appear critical with som e n egative com m ent about this paper (transa4:26).
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to get negative feedback on their critical reviews. They wrote the reviews in their own
ways since the tutors had not given them special guidance in writing such essays9.
Therefore, E2 complained that the session on how to do a critical review was taking
place too late. She thought that the tutors should have either reminded the students of
some common problems from the experience o f past students, or given them a session
on how to write critical reviews beforehand (transb7:ll). She also thought that the
‘Study Skills Core Module’10 was very disappointing because it did not offer them what
was most needed, such as how to write a proper critical review (ibid.). Even with the
tutors’ feedback on assignment X and the session given by the module X convener, E2
still did not think she got adequate information about the proper ways of writing critical
reviews, because she needed “concrete examples or sample writings to illustrate what
counts as a good critical review, instead of a few bullet points of rules” (transb7:ll). E l
held a similar view, also saying that she felt she needed some samples o f good critical
reviews in order to have a clear idea of what they should do (transa4:27).

7.3.2.3.2 Tutor's Feedback on the TLA Assignment vs. Students' Reflection
Both El and E2 agreed with some of their markers’ comments, and disagreed with
others. For example, El totally agreed with her marker’s comments on Task A about her
inappropriate criticism o f the target paper, which she already knew when she was
writing it (transa4:26, also see 7.3.2.3.1 above). But the problem seemed to be the
marker did not tell her how to criticise properly, so she still did not know how to do it
next time (transa5:ll). What she could not agree with were the comments on Task B
about her theoretical framework and the use of theories in her analysis11 (transa5:9).

9 T he reason w h y so m e C h in ese students find critical review s d ifficu lt to write w ill be exp lored in 7 .3 .2 .4 below.
10 It w as a course provided by the M A in Education program me in the first term to h elp overseas students.
11 H er marker com m ented: “ I am not so sure that you have provided us with a theoretical fram ework. You have
provided a useful account o f the sum m ary findings concerning the claim s and cou n terclaim s o f the potential effects
o f different types o f rewards upon m otivation. H ow ever you have not provided very m uch b y the w a y o f attempted
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She had been pretty satisfied with her writing o f Task B and had not expected such
comments (transa5:8). Moreover, she could not see what the marker’s point was exactly,
so that she did not know how to correct or improve it. In a sense, such comments
seemed to her to be a waste of both the marker’s and the student’s time, since they did
not make sense to her, hence could not give guidance for her future work (transa5:9-l 1).
In E2’s case, on the one hand, she acknowledged that some o f the comments
identified her problems exactly (transb8:5). For example, the marker criticized that the
structure o f her Task B essay was not reader-friendly since she did not provide any
19

headings or subheadings except ‘introduction’ and ‘conclusion’ , that the solutions she
provided were too general without exploring any o f them in depth, and that the critical
review was too descriptive (transb8:5). On the other hand, she was not satisfied with the
comments because the marker dwelt on her problem o f structuring the essay and gave
her a lot suggestions concerning the organization o f academic essays which E2 thought
a relatively minor problem, while not providing specific and constructive advice on
how to improve her critical review or how to explore the solutions more deeply
(transb8:5-6). E2 thought it simply beyond her capacity to improve her essays the way
the tutor would like her to without substantial help from the tutor (transb8:5). Besides,
there were also comments that E2 did not agree with. Firstly, she thought the marker too
unwilling to give positive comments, as there was virtually none in the whole feedback
(transb8:4). E2 wondered how, if there was no positive aspect in her essay, she could
have passed (ibid). E2 also disagreed with the marker’s criticism in Task A about her not
exploring certain issues because as she understood it, they should not be the concerns of

theoretical exp lan ation s for these different effects (appendix 13)”.
12 The reason w h y sh e did not use (su b )h ead in gs in her essa y w as that sh e thought they w ou ld m ake the essa y look
segm en ted , and that she assum ed that the tutor w ou ld easily recogn ize the structure o f her essa y w ithou t them
(transb6:6-7). I w ould also argue that E2 w as influenced by the style o f C h in ese essa y s in w h ich there are u su ally no
headings.
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Task A and should have been considered in Task B (transb8:5). Moreover, there were
places where the marker questioned the sources o f reference when E2 thought she had
already provided them. (It is unfortunately not possible to know exactly what the
marker meant by “sources” here because E2 thought it too troublesome to ask the
marker by email and the marker refused to be interviewed by the researcher.)
On the whole, both E l and E2 did not think the feedback constructive enough in that
they did not get concrete and substantial advice from the markers on how to write
critical reviews properly, or on how to improve the places the tutors were not satisfied
with (transa5:l 1, transb8:5-6). It is also worth noticing that both E l and E2 did not pay
much attention to tutors’ feedback. E l usually had a look at the mark and went through
the comments once, paying more attention to negative comments than positive ones
(transa5:5). E2 had had great expectations for tutors’ feedback at the very beginning,
but was so disappointed by the feedback of her first assignment, which was very brief
and which only commented on what she regarded as trivial matters, that she did not take
any feedback seriously thereafter (transb8:8). Also, unlike E l, E2 usually read positive
comments more carefully than negative ones (ibid).
To sum up, mismatch of students’ and tutors’ expectations existed in the following
aspects: what the tutors expected to see in the students’ essays did not match the
students’ actual performance (especially in the case o f critical reviews); what the
students did not consider as problems in their essays turned out to be problems from the
tutors’ point o f view; the necessary information for the assignment that the students
expected from the tutors was delayed and insufficient; what the tutors expected the
students to know about the writing requirements was absent on the part o f the students;
what the students expected to get out of the tutors’ feedback did not match what the
tutors actually offered. Some of the mismatch of expectations between the ‘subject’ and
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‘community’ seemed to arise from the conflicts between the ‘subject’ and ‘rule’ and
‘division o f labour’, which will be discussed in the next two sections.

7.3.2.4 ‘Subject’ vs. ‘Rule’
The first aspect I will discuss here is again about the critical review, which both El
and E2 found much difficulty in doing. As E l pointed out, she had never thought of
criticizing published journal articles, since she had never been taught or asked to do so
before by any o f her tutors in China. In other words, she simply could not tolerate the
idea o f criticizing published works (transa4:6, 25). E2 also reported not having had any
experience o f writing critical reviews during her undergraduate years, either. While
doing critical review tasks, E l and E2 both found that they tended to agree with most of
the arguments o f the authors (transa4:25-27, transb6:3, transb7:l, 3). According to E l,
she sometimes had difficulty following the authors’ arguments, so that it was already
quite an accomplishment for her to understand everything the authors intended to
convey; whereas criticising the authors when she even could not follow their arguments
seemed to ask too much from her (transa4:25-27). She had also presumed that the tutors
just expected to see the evidence of her being able to follow the authors’ arguments in
the critical review, which, as she later realized from her first failure, was totally counter
to the tutors’ intention (transa4:6-7). Moreover, both E l and E2 questioned their
capacity to challenge the authors of the target papers, who they believed to have more
knowledge o f the relevant fields than themselves (transa4:25-27, transb8:7). E2
described her criticizing the target paper as being like a primary school pupil, who just
started learning to write and barely knew what was good writing, trying to comment on
other’s writing (transb8:7).
From El and E2’s account and reflection of their experiences, I would argue that the
way they were educated in China over the years—to respect authorities—has made
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them feel incapable of and even resistant to criticizing printed words or published
articles. They therefore naturally tended to think more positively about the subject of
their “criticism” rather than try to find fault with it. Although they did attribute their
unsatisfactory performance in critical reviewing to their lack o f knowledge about the
subject area, I would argue that lack o f subject matter knowledge is but one o f the
causes for their difficulty. It may have more to do with the habitual way o f thinking that
they have acquired through years of education (cf. e.g., Cortazzi and Jin, 1996; though
also see, e.g., Kubota 1999). Therefore, from this perspective, it is not really surprising
that E l and E2 could not do critical reviews well because it was simply not part of their
experience in the education system they came from.

7.3.2.5 ‘Subject’ vs. ‘Division of Labour’
As was discussed in Chapter 5, the MA in Education programme activity system
seems to require its Chinese students to be more responsible for their study than they
were used to (see 5.4.6, 5.5.4 above), and during the course o f doing assignments, this
was even more the case. E2 reported that she benefited a lot from communicating
actively with the tutors about her questions on the assignments. For example, for the
first assignment, the tutor pointed out a possible theoretical framework for her research
proposal, which saved her much time and effort in figuring it out by herself; while doing
the assignment this chapter is concerned with, the tutor whom she emailed told her
possible ways of commenting on the target paper; and another tutor answered her email
by pointing out what she did wrong in her writing so that she could correct it before
turning her essays in. E2’s experiences seemed to show the advantages of active
student-tutor communication. At the postgraduate level, it can therefore be argued,
students, Chinese students in particular who were likely less familiar with the UK
higher education system, need to take up more responsibility in initiating student-tutor
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communication in order to better benefit from their learning experiences.
However, even though E2 sought help from the tutors by initiating various
communications with them, she still found it difficult to write critical reviews, and E l,
without extra help from the tutors, experienced greater difficulty. The analysis in this
chapter indicates that there were occasions when informal communications with tutors
might not provide students with sufficient and effective help, especially when the
problem is shared by many of them. There may be other occasions where students relied
heavily on tutors’ taking more responsibility (e.g. lecture handouts, assignment
feedback). For instance, some tutors did not provide handouts for teaching sessions,
which substantially increased the difficulty for the students to follow the lectures
(transa4:l-3). Another aspect in which the students relied heavily on the tutors’ taking
more responsibility was the feedback on assignments. Both E l and E2 complained
about the simplistic and short feedback for not giving sufficient and constructive
information for their future benefit. Handwritten notes within the essay were also
reported to be useless since they were simply unintelligible (transa3:4, transb8:l). They
both mentioned a tutor who typed out annotated notes neatly on the feedback sheet to be
the good example that other tutors could follow (transa3:4, transb8:l). Therefore, it can
also be argued that the tutors should take the responsibility for arranging other methods
o f helping students, such as giving formal teaching sessions, providing sample essays,
giving more detailed assignment guidelines, arranging tutorials, and so on.
In short, the experiences reviewed here can be seen as indicating that tutors and
students need to take proper responsibility in equal measure for the effective managing
o f their learning. The implications of this aspect of the data will be discussed further in
Chapter 9 (9.4.3 below).
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7.4 C onclusion
The above analysis of E l and E2’s reading practices for writing the TLA module
assignment suggests that the general process o f reading (i.e. from choice o f topic,
understanding the task, identifying reading, doing the actual reading, to integrating
reading into writing), the way they searched and approached reading, and the ways in
which reading was integrated into writing (e.g. providing them with knowledge o f the
chosen area, helping them think and structure the essay, giving them support evidence
for their arguments, etc.) remained fundamentally similar to the picture presented by the
analysis in Chapter 6. At the same time, there were naturally some differences (such as
different reasons for choice of topic, time management, difficulties encountered, etc.)
due to different nature of writing tasks, different writing requirements and different
circumstances under which the assignments were done.
Similar to the conclusions made in Chapter 6, E l and E2’s different experiences of
doing this second assignment appeared to largely result from their different attitudes
toward learning and reading and from their different self-images. For example, E l ’s
self-confidence as a previously top student made her delay the start o f working on her
assignment, leading to a time management disaster which she had never experienced
before; her opportunistic choice of the topic— choosing the topic because it involved
fewer teaching sessions than the other choice—turned out to require more effort from
her than the other topic might do, because she found the lectures on her chosen topic
were boring and unenlightening, the lecture notes were seen as not informative, and she
never read pre-readings so that she had to learn everything on her own (see 6.3.1.1
above). E2 did not have E l ’s trouble because E2 chose the topic that she knew better
than the other one; she read all the pre-readings before each session; she left enough
time for the assignment; she sought help from her tutors actively; and so on. Always
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being an average student, E2 felt that she could not take any shortcut like E l.
Unlike the assignment for the IER module, which both E l and E2 completed
successfully without much trouble, the TLA module assignment revealed some
difficulties and problems that El and E2 encountered, which were absent while doing
the IER assignment. One would have assumed that as time went by, the students should
get more and more used to their new study environment and experience less and less
trouble. In fact, E l and E2’s stories indicate that that will not necessarily be the case.
Instead, whether students’ experiences of learning, reading and writing assignments are
smooth or difficult seems to depend firstly on their past experiences and personal
characters, which determine their attitude and approach to the reading and writing tasks;
secondly on the amount of support available to the students to help them get the work
done satisfactorily. The analysis of the relationships between the ‘subject’ and other
components of the activity system suggests that the mismatch o f the expectations
between the students and tutors may possibly be resolved only by avoiding taking
anything for granted and by taking more effort and responsibility on the parts o f both
students and tutors. For example, Chinese students might be more sensitive to possible
differences in the task requirements and communicate with the tutors about anything
that they are not sure, while the tutors might make further effort to understand Chinese
students’ needs, which may likely be different from home students. This might take the
form of reminding the students of their time management— it may be a few words
before the end of a session, or a few lines o f email message, that may call students’
attention to the deadline and their working schedule, and may thus make an important
difference to the students’ learning experience. It is perhaps in such “minor” details as
well as in terms of larger, more obvious “structural” features o f the system that the
potential for maximising successful learning outcomes may occur.
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It also seems evident that the emotional aspect o f students’ reading and writing
practices should not be ignored since it influenced a great deal E l and E2’s experiences
and assignment results. Similar to the IER module assignment in Chapter 6, during the
course of doing the TLA module assignment, E l and E2 also had a desire to seek a sense
o f security and certainty from the process o f reading so that they could produce a
satisfactory piece of written work. However, E l ’s process o f seeking that sense of
security and certainty was disrupted and disturbed due to various factors discussed in
section 7.3.1.2 above, and she thus experienced quite a few unpleasant emotional
changes, which made her unable to meet the deadline. In addition to the factors related
to her personal characteristics, there were factors related to the MA programme, to the
members o f staff, and to the academic ‘community’ o f Lancaster University, that
prevented her from getting those positive emotions facilitating her reading practices.
Pedagogical implications concerning this respect will be discussed further in the
concluding chapter.
By using the NLS/AT framework to examine E l and E2’s experiences o f doing the
TLA module assignment, the analysis in this chapter has unfolded the details o f their
academic reading practices in doing another assignment (in comparison to Chapter 6),
and demonstrated how different task requirements, different situational contexts, and
different tutor-student relationships and interactions, can affect the students’ academic
reading experiences.

This chapter has also demonstrated more clearly the

inter-relatedness of academic reading and writing: e.g. writing tasks could not be
fulfilled satisfactorily without reading the appropriate literature sufficiently; writing
experience of earlier assignments and reading of tutor comments on those assignments
influenced students’ reading practices of later assignments (especially those which were
similar to the earlier ones); readings were handled differently according to the purposes
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they served in the writing. Thus, this chapter has once again illustrated the advantages
o f using the combined NLS/AT approach to gain more detailed insights into students’
academic reading practices than when viewing reading solely in terms o f a ‘technical
skills’ perspective.
In the chapter that follows, I will discuss the cases o f the two subjects in the MSc. in
Management programme in a similar way to that in Chapters 6 and 7. In so doing, I will
unfold a picture o f students’ academic reading practices in a different subject area in
order to see to what extent their reading practices remain similar or become different
across subject areas.
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Chapter Eight: M l and M2’s Reading Practices in the MSc.
in Management Activity System
8.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I will explore the academic reading practices for writing assignments
o f M l and M2, the two MSc. in Management subjects, by focusing on their experiences
in this respect in relation to two courses that they both took in the first term, i.e.
‘Learning to Manage’ (LM) and ‘Economics for Managers’ (EM). This chapter as a
whole contributes to the database of the research this thesis is concerned with by
examining similar subject-matter to that in the previous two chapters, but within the
context of the activity system of a different disciplinary area. In this way, it is possible
to compare and contrast earlier data with those obtained in this part o f the research, in
order to see to what extent common patterns are found and to also see whether new and
different trends emerge. Also, the purpose o f exploring the processes o f reading for
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writing two assignments instead of just one assignment is, as was the case with E l and
E2, to see whether and how different the students’ reading may be for doing
assignments of different natures (as was the case with respect to those o f the courses in
question). The construction of the ‘object’ in the reading activities and the relationships
between the elements of the activity system will be discussed in turn.

8.2 C onstruction o f ‘O bject’ in R eading A ctivities
The following discussion of the process o f constructing the ‘object’ o f the reading
activities aims to unfold the details of the subjects’ reading practices for writing
assignments. Generally speaking, M l and M 2’s processes o f reading turned out to
consist of similar stages as E l and E2’s, which included choosing a topic, understanding
the task, identifying and searching readings, reading, and integrating reading into
writing (see 6.2.1, 6.3.1 and 7.2 above for E l and E2’s cases, and figure 7.1). In the
following part, I will discuss M l and M 2’s experiences in each stage in turn in order to
identify the differences and similarities between the four cases during their processes of
constructing the ‘object’.

8.2.1 Individual Essay for the ‘Learning to Manage’ Module
The first assignment discussed here was an essay o f 2500 words for the ‘Learning to
Manage’ (LM) module, which was to be turned in on the last day o f the first term. The
essay topics, requirements, tips, marking criteria, references, ways o f referencing, and
so on (see appendices 17, 25) were all given in the module booklet that was distributed
at the beginning of the course. The marks received by M l and M2 for this assignment
were 50 and 57 (a bare and a high Pass) respectively. The written feedback they
received from their tutors can be found in appendix 18, 19.
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8.2.1.1 Understanding the Task and Choosing the Topic
There were four topics for the students to choose from for this essay: organizational
culture, teamwork, business ethics, and management learning (see appendix 17). M l
was most interested in the topic of ‘business ethics’. However, personal interest was not
the primary concern in his choice of topic. When he learned from a course mate that
many students chose the topic of ‘ethics’, M l decided not to choose it because he did
not want to write about a topic that many others were writing on too (transc3:7).
Therefore, he chose to write about ‘teamwork’, instead. Ironically, one week after he
decided on the topic, another of his course mates told him that students from another
programme who attended the same module with them had all chosen ‘teamwork’ as
their topic. And later, M l learned that quite a few students from his class had also
chosen to write about this topic, by which time it was too late for him to change his
mind (transc3:7). After the results were returned to the students, M l found that as far as
he was aware of, those who wrote about ‘teamwork’ generally got lower marks than
those writing about other topics (transc4:l). This may or may not have been the case,
but, unfortunately, I had no means to find out for certain because the course tutors did
not summarize the students’ results in this way (transst4/2:l).
M2 chose to write about ‘organizational culture’ because it was her interest - she had
written her undergraduate dissertation on a topic related to culture, too. She felt that at
least she had read something about ‘culture’ before, and she assumed that there might
not be many people choosing this topic (transd2:5). She was also interested in
‘teamwork’, but she did not choose it because she felt it had been written about by too
many people and had been studied too thoroughly (ibid.). M2 also had the feeling that
most of her class mates also wrote about the same topic as she did when she talked with
her course mates after getting their feedback of this assignment (transd2:5). Both M l
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and M2 tended to feel that their topics were the ones most students wrote about, though
my suspicion is that with a student population o f over one hundred and with only four
topics to choose from, whichever topic they chose, there would be many others writing
about the same topic as they did. The subjects’ unwillingness to choose the kind o f topic
that was popular with many of the students was a) because they felt that the literature for
such topics was very large and therefore difficult to cover, and b) because they felt a
topic being done by so many students would be difficult to come up with interesting and
novel ideas for (transd2:5).
In terms of the writing requirements, both M l and M2 were not very certain about
what the tutors really wanted to see in their essays (transc4:l, transd6:8). M l discussed
the matter with other students who wrote about ‘teamwork’, but none o f them seemed
sure about the requirements (transc4:l). One of his course mates asked for the tutor’s
clarification, which did not seem to help much (transc4:1). M2 emailed her tutor, asking
for the clarification of the ‘purpose’ of writing this essay, but got no reply (transd6:8).
M l complained that the tutor of this module did not talk about the assignment in class as
some other tutors did: as he said,
The tutor for the ‘Operations Management’ module spent half a session explaining the
assignment requirements and from time to time also mentioned in other sessions how to do
the assignment. The ‘Economics for Managers’ (EM) module tutor also spent about 20
minutes on discussing the assignment in one o f his sessions. ... Only the LM module tutor
did not seem willing to talk about it (transc4:4).

As for students’ questions, according to M l, this particular tutor only gave very
simple answers (transc4:4). And M2 reported that she got no reply from this tutor when
she emailed her (transd6:8). It seems that both M l and M2 sought for help in
understanding the task when they found it difficult to figure it out on their own.
However, they were not successful in getting sufficient help. Feedback from their
markers also seems to confirm that the students did not end up producing what the tutors
had expected to see in their essays (appendices 18, 19, transst6:3, transst4/2:9-10) (also
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see 8.3.2.2.2 and 8.3.3 below).
Comparison with E l and E2’s cases further indicates that a good understanding of
the task was very crucial to the successful fulfilment o f an assignment. For example, E l,
while doing her assignment for the IER module, could fully understand tutors’
expectations for this assignment, which appeared to contribute to her producing a piece
o f work that both the marker and herself were satisfied with (see 6.2.1.1 above). In
contrast, E2 always sought help from her tutors when she was not sure about the writing
requirements or anything else, and the tutors’ advice she got very often clarified things
that she might not be able to figure out on her own, thus saving her much time and
trouble in her experiences of doing her assignments (see 6.3.1, 7.2.2 above). Sometimes,
E l ’s own understanding of task requirements yielded better results than E2, who relied
more on tutors’ clarification and advice, as the latter may not always catch the tutors’
point exactly; sometimes it was the other way round. All four subjects’ experiences
seemed to indicate that achieving a good understanding o f the writing requirements, no
matter how such understanding was reached, was important for satisfactory results.
Further discussion about student and tutor relationships and their impact on students’
experiences will be undertaken later (see 8.3.2.2.2, 8.3.3, 8.3.4 below).

8.2.1.2 Identifying and Searching the Readings
Although M l and M2 did not properly understand the tutor’s expectations for the
LM essay, they felt that the essay questions designed by the tutor provided them with a
fairly clear direction for searching the relevant readings (transc3:3, transd2:6). For
example, M l’s question was as follows:
According to Flores and Grey (2000) in 2000, 80% o f all Fortune 2000 companies had over
half their employees working in teams. Indicate what “working in teams” means, the
complexities o f teamwork and why team based work is such a widespread phenomenon
(appendix 17).

Since the topic was ‘teamwork’, M l knew that he should borrow books from the library
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on ‘teamwork’ for theories in this area (transc3:3). However, he could not find any o f
them because they were all borrowed by his course mates. He learned from a course
mate that all the books had already been taken out two weeks previously (transc3:3).
However, unlike E l, who ran into great trouble when she could not get hold of any
reference books because she started too late and had to ask for an extension for that
assignment, M l was not worried about lack o f reference books, since there was a
textbook, which was set by the tutor to be the only reference book needed for this
assignment (transc3:3, transst4:2). M l borrowed this textbook from his course mate and
copied the relevant chapters. He also searched the Internet for some articles on his topic,
which he thought would be enough for this essay (transc3:3). His understanding was
confirmed by his marker in the assignment feedback, who commented that “This essay
presents a complete view on team and teamworking literature as developed in modem
organizations. Definition of team, developments phases, roles, etc. are fully provided”
(appendix 18).
M2 was also able to identify readings according to the essay question: ‘What is
organizational culture? Is managing culture ever possible?’ (appendix 17). Like M l, M2
was also fully aware of the tutor’s reading requirements for this module. As she said:

Because the tutor has said that you should base both your essay and exam preparation on this
book, and read other things only after you fully understand this book; but if you want to get
high marks, you have to read as much as you can. Therefore, I have to take into consideration
both aspects, i.e. reading o f the textbook and reading o f other references (transd2:7).

Therefore, M2 knew that the textbook was the main thing she should study, but she also
did a ‘keyword’ search in the library catalogue for other books on ‘organizational
culture’. She also looked for books on management strategies since she thought
managing culture might involve these as well (transd2:6). Apart from university library
resources, M2 searched the Internet for articles both in Chinese and English (transd2:6).
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However, the tutor was not quite satisfied with the way M2 used the literature,
commenting in an interview that
She used this source, which is great source (sic). But it’s one o f the other things... We
probably haven’t even talked about his work in the textbook. In the textbook, we have
developed a huge set o f arguments that could support that (M 2’s point). W hy is it that she
didn’t engage with that? You can tell. Because you see this Anthony, so she has done some
work. But this isn ’t the point we discussed for ages. Why is it they are not here? ...I could
have taken any student from management, undergraduate, they know Anthony’s work, so
they could have written me something like that about culture (transst4/2:10-11, my
interpolation).

In other words, the tutor felt that M2 had made insufficient use o f the main textbook she
had recommended. M2 herself admitted that she had planned to use this textbook as her
main reference, but as she wrote, she was inevitably and unconsciously directed by the
other reference materials that she found (transd6:8). Another criticism the tutor had was
o f E2’s use of Internet sources, which she regarded as unreliable (appendix 19). In the
tutor’s opinion, “The fact that you use someone who wrote something and posted it on
the Internet doesn’t make it an authoritative reference to use, unless it’s obviously
recognized and relevant e-joumal or university website or company website”
(transst4/2:7).
To sum up, the essay questions for this assignment and the tutor’s explicitly stated
reading requirements for this course helped M l and M2 identify and search for the
relevant readings. However, even with the right reference materials, as M 2’s case shows,
students may not be able to use them in the way that the tutor would like them to.

8.2.1.3 Reading and Integrating Reading into Writing
As relevant parts of the account of El and E2’s reading practices showed, they dealt
with readings differently according to the purposes they served in the writing (see
6.2.1.4, 6.2.1.5, 6.3.1.3, 6.3.1.4 and 7.2.4 above). The same is true with M l and M 2 .1
will describe this aspect of M l and M 2’s cases in turn in what follows.

8.2.1.3.1 M l's Case
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M1 spent only three days on this assignment— from searching for the readings to
finishing writing. He was preoccupied with other assignments as well, particularly the
course work for ‘Project Management’1, for which he had to meet his group members
every day, and which left him with little time for the LM module essay (transc4:l). He
started by reading the main textbook since the tutor emphasized that they should focus
on it (transc3:3, 6). The essay question had indicated that the essay should cover three
main points, i.e. what is teamwork, the complexity o f teams, and the reasons why
teamwork is so widespread (see 8.2.1.2 above). In addition to covering these parts, M l
also wanted to add other parts, dealing with case studies o f team-work and his
experience of working in teams (transc3:3). Reading the textbook helped him plan a
detailed outline for the essay (transc3:3). As he read, he underlined the points that might
become part of the outline; he typed into the computer sentences that he might quote,
with a note o f the page numbers in the textbook that they came from, and in which part
o f the essay they could be used (transc3:3-4). There was another book that was
recommended by the tutor for the session when they covered ‘teamwork’. M l read it
during the term time, and it functioned similarly as the textbook did—to help him
construct the outline of the essay (transc3:5). Meanwhile, he was searching and reading
articles for ideas that he could put under each heading o f his outline, and also for cases
o f teamwork that he could analyse in the essay (transc3:3, 5). He usually looked first at
the abstract to decide whether it was worth reading. Then he would browse the headings
and subheadings and read the first couple of sentences o f each part to see if they might
be useful in the essay; and if they were, he read the relevant parts again when he came to
write the corresponding parts of the essay (transc3:4, 5). He had, since his

1 T h e tim e spent on this course w ork, w h ich w as m ore than the sum o f the tim e sp en t on all his other p ieces o f course
w ork in term 1, w as w ell worth it b ecau se M 1 ’s group got the h igh est mark am ong the students in h is class, and he felt
he learned a lot in this course and by d oin g this course work (tran sc4:1-2).
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undergraduate years, had the habit of going through all the reference materials once
before he decided on the final outline and what materials he might be able to use in the
essay, whereas some of his course mates thought his was a very time consuming way o f
doing it and they would rather write as they read to save time (transc3:4). Even if he did
decide to read some materials again, he would not read from the beginning to the end.
Instead, he read the first few sentences right under the heading, and skipped those
irrelevant parts.
Because o f lack of time, he had to start writing before he could fully understand
what he was reading (transc4:l). He knew that the tutor expected them to write
something about “Post-Taylorism”, but he did not do that because he did not fully
understand it and did not have time to read more about it (transc4:l-2). After he wrote
some parts o f the essay, he found that he had already exceeded the word limit before he
got to the last part, which was about his experience o f teamworking. Although he knew
he should have cut things out to make room for the last part, he did not have time to do
so. He was barely able to meet the deadline, finishing half an hour before the deadline.
Therefore, it was not surprising that he did not have time to reflect on his reading and
writing before turning the essay in. His marker’s comments also seem to spot this
problem. The marker, though approving of the literature M l used (see 8.2.1.2 above,
and appendix 18), further commented that “the essay appears as being a collection of
points and themes only loosely connected, without offering in other words to the reader
an organic view or demonstrating a clear and personal line o f thinking deployed by the
author” (appendix 18). M l admitted that he did not think about the problem that the
marker pointed out to him while he was writing due to the shortage o f time. Upon
reading the tutor’s feedback, M l thought that in the future, he would try to understand
more thoroughly what he read and to consider the connection between different theories
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he would use in the essay, instead of simply quoting things that appeared to be relevant
at first sight (transc4:4). M l’s attitude towards tutor feedback again indicates the
inter-connection between reading and writing—reading o f tutor feedback influenced his
later writing practices (cf. 6.2.2, 6.3.2 and 7.4 above).

8.2.1.3.2 M 2 ’s Case
Although M2 started working on this assignment about a week before the deadline,
which did not make her feel too pressurized while doing it, she also mentioned that it
was not possible for her to spend much time on each piece o f work in term 1 because
there were so many deadlines to meet and she had to rush to finish one piece and started
rushing through the next one (transd2:3). That was partly why she could not spend
much time reading according to M2 (transd2:3, 7).
Unlike M l, who started writing after he went through all the readings, M2 wrote as
she read. As she divided the essay into two main sections, i.e., the definition of
‘organizational culture’ and whether ‘organizational culture’ can be managed, she read
the materials about the definition aspect and wrote the corresponding part before she
read anything on manageability of ‘organizational culture’ (transd2:5). But she also
reported that she had to finish readings for each section in order to have an overall idea
o f what and how to write (transd2:3).
The chapter on ‘organizational change’ in the textbook in question was the first
thing M2 read. While reading, she followed the habit she developed while she took the
university summer study skills course (see 5.3.3.1 above), making notes and marks in
the text or notebook to indicate to herself how she might use certain parts o f it in her
essay (e.g. by quoting, paraphrasing, using as an example, etc.). As she read, she also
summarized the characteristics of ‘organizational culture’ in her notebook (to be
developed more fully when she used the information in the actual writing o f her essay)
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(transd2:3). Because of the time constraint, she only read through the chapter on
‘organizational change’ once and skipped contents that she thought irrelevant, such as
case studies and examples that she would not use in her essay, though she would spend
a little longer time on the parts she needed to summarize (transd2:6-7). Besides the
notes she made on the notebook or in the texts, she sometimes copied directly into the
essay sentences from the readings that she thought would be part o f the essay, or
sometimes she wrote down in the essay, rather than in the notebook, an idea that
suddenly occurred to her during reading, together with some notes to remind her of the
intended use o f the quotations or ideas (transd2:4). Another book she read mainly
provided her with a suitable case study to support her arguments (transd2:3). She also
used quite a few Internet sources, some of which she did not even know the name o f the
author. She also did a keyword search in a few search engines (see 8.2.1.2 above) and
the way she read these reference materials was simply to browse them, and copy down
relevant opinions and ideas into her essay whenever she spotted them. Her biggest
concern was to finish writing the assignment as soon as possible because there was
other work awaiting to be finished (transd2:3). Therefore, when she read, she only cared
about how to use what she read in her writing, though she had to understand what she
read in the first place. After putting everything that she summarized into the essay, she
did not have a second thought about what she had written (transd2:4, transd6:2).
In her feedback, the marker pointed out to M2 that she “could have engaged more
closely with the issues and the ideas discussed during the course and in your textbook in
order to go in depth into the subject matter” (appendix 19). In fact, M2 was aware that
the textbook was the main reference materials (transd2:7). Yet as she wrote, she
unconsciously neglected the textbook and was led more and more by references that she
found by herself (transd6:8). The fact that she did not look back at her writing before
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handing it in may also have prevented her from seeing her problem. Or even if she had
discovered the problem, she might not have had time to solve it. M2 also thought that
her essay had no depth (transd6:4), the reason for which she believed was that “lack o f
time resulted in the limited range of readings one could cover, which in turn resulted in
the lack of depth of what one could write (transd6:7).”
There will be a brief summary o f M l and M 2’s experiences o f doing their LM
assignments at the end of section 8.2 below.

8.2.2 Group Project Report for the ‘Economics for Managers’ Module
For the ’’Economics for Managers” (EM) module assignment, the students were
required to work in groups allocated by the tutors, to carry out a project on one of the six
topics provided by the tutors and to write a report o f maximum 5000 word (see
appendix 21 for details). The module lecturer listed the requirements on the board in
one o f the course sessions and distributed written copies o f project topics and
requirements (transst5/2:1, also see appendix 21), and he invited students to consult him
in person or via email about questions on the assignment (transst5:5-6). The marks
received for M l and M 2’s groups were 56 and 62 (see appendices 22, 23 for written
feedback from the markers).

8.2.2.1 Understanding the Task and Choosing the Topic
Because this was a group project, the choice o f topic and the understanding o f the
task involved more complexity than an individual essay did. According to M2, their
group, for example, decided to choose a topic that was relevant to the two countries that
the members came from, i.e. China and India, that was “hot” for both countries and the
world as a whole, and that was interesting to all o f them. They felt that ‘free trade2’ met

2 Topic 5 in appendix 21: “Free trade is ben eficial on ly if your country is strong en ou gh to be able to stand up to
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all these criteria (transd2:l). However, they did not make their final decision until after
they searched the Internet to make sure that there were plenty materials on this topic
available (transd2:l). M l’s group chose their topic3 simply because the majority of the
members, namely two o f them, were interested in it, and each o f the other two members
was interested in different topics, hence complying with the majority (transc3:l). It
therefore seems that in working out a suitable topic for the group as a whole there were
more factors that they needed to consider than for the individual work.
With regard to understanding of the task, M l’s group reached the decision that they
would use one chapter to describe the current situation in British supermarket retailing
(the data), and the other two chapters to analyse the market o f British supermarkets
using certain theories (economics analysis o f the market and policy) (transc5:l, my
interpolation). The lecturer of the EM module talked about his expectation while
commenting on M34,s group report:
They collected data; they used economics analysis; and they brought these two together to
evaluate the nature o f the market structure, conduct and performance; and then brought up
policy implications. And that’s exactly what I wanted (transst5/2:4).

This seems to indicate that the understanding o f the task by M l’s group was quite close
to the tutor’s expectations. However, correct understanding o f the task may not
guarantee a desirable outcome, especially when the task is carried out by a group. Thus,
in the same interview, the lecturer also commented on M l’s group work by saying
“there’s not a great deal of economics in this project. (It is) very descriptive
(transst5/2:2)”. According to M l, the first chapter—the description—was done by all
four group members, and was viewed as a good description by the marker (appendix 22).
They discussed during the meetings how to write the next two chapters and what
theories to use (transc5:l). The British student in his group suggested that he should do

foreign co m p etitio n ”. D iscu ss and evaluate this statem ent (m ake use o f exam p les and/or case studies).
3 T opic 3 in appendix 21: With reference to a particular sector (e.g. banking, retailing, etc.), d escrib e the market
structure, the con d u ct and perform ance o f firms in that sector and the im plication s for com p etition policy.
4 A student in the M Sc. in M anagem ent program m e that I interview ed but not reported in the thesis.
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the remaining two chapters on the basis of the group discussion. Since the other three
members had all chosen an elective course, the course work o f which was very
time-consuming, they accepted the British student’s offer (transc5:l). Another reason
that their British group member insisted in writing by himself was that he apparently did
not think Chinese students can write well (transc5:2). The British student was not the
only one holding such an opinion according to M l ’s experiences o f group work (ibid.).
Though M l and the other two group members were a bit worried about what their
British group member would write, they could not possibly check the report because it
was not completed until the last night before the deadline5. According to the marker’s
comments quoted above, apparently the British member o f M l’s group did not write in
accordance with the understanding of the task that the group had reached. Or he may
have simply ignored the group understanding and imposed his personal ideas onto the
whole group as he was in charge of writing. M l said they all trusted their British group
member to write the report following the decisions made by the whole group. Yet in
reality, they had little control over what was actually written in the report, especially
when it was completed only very shortly before the deadline. However, it can be argued
that M l and other group members were also to be blamed for neglecting their share of
duty in the writing, even though the British member insisted on writing on his own and
they had many other deadlines to meet. This case suggests that even with a correct
understanding of the task, the students may not be able to produce a satisfactory group
report due to the complexities involved in working out a satisfactory group “modus
operandi”.
M 2’s group did not seem to worry much about the writing requirements, or in other

5 A s M 1 said in an interview , “ I asked him (the British student) to send m e the part h e has written the night before the
d ead lin e. He said, ‘you have to w ait for a w h ile b ecau se I am w riting chapter tw o at the m om en t.’ ... I w as the on ly
on e, b esid es him , w h o read the w h o le report before it w as turned in. ... I w as a bit w orried b ecau se it seem s that he
did not include what w e d ecid ed to include in our m eetin g s... (transc5:2, m y interp olation ).”
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words, what the tutor expected to see in the report (transd7:2-3). Thus, according to M2,
they did not talk about the structure o f the whole report and how each section should be
written (ibid.). All they worried about was whether they could find enough reference
materials and whether they could finish on time (ibid.). During the meetings, they
discussed and decided that each of the four members would write one section, whereas
what each section would contain was more or less determined by the reference materials
they could get (transd2:l). They finally came to decide that an Indian student would
write about the influence of free trade in India, M 2’s part was to be about the influence
o f free trade in Chinese textile industry, another Chinese student would talk about free
trade and Chinese agriculture, and the last member— another Chinese student - would
write something general about free trade. However, they did not discuss the overall
structure of the report and how each section should be structured or what each section
should contain (transd7:2-3). The tutor commented on their work that it was
not exactly the kind o f analysis ... It didn’t offer much o f empirical studies ... for instance,
(using) som e sort o f data ... to show what happened to the volume o f investment within the
volume o f trade between the western and the less developed econom ies... I f you talk about
reduction o f tariff, how that has affected manufacturing (transst7:4-5, my interpolation).

It is not surprising to see such comments if one thinks about the fact that M2 and her
group members did not even discuss what the analysis in the report should look like. M2
also admitted that while reading reference materials, she never bothered to look at how
the authors structured the essay, or analysed the data, because she was so short o f time
(transd7:2). The marker spotted exactly the same problem in their report and
commented that
they have mentioned lots o f works o f economists. But it was more o f the name dropping,
rather than actually having looked at any o f the works, which I think if they had, it would
make the work much deeper analysis (sic). ... they could have done better in terms o f the use
o f literature, the use o f empirical w ork... and also in terms o f the structure... (transst7:4).

Both M l and M 2’s experiences in doing this assignment indicate the importance of
proper understanding of the task, echoing with the discussion in 8.2.1.1 above
concerning the understanding o f the task in their LM module assignment. The
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difference here lay in the complexity of group work, which required not only the correct
understanding of the task, but also the effective operationalization o f the understanding
among all the group members to produce a satisfactory piece o f work.

8.2.2.2 Identifying and Searching the Readings
Because o f the nature of group work, i.e. group members share the work, M l and
M2 only searched the readings for the part that they were in charge of, rather than for
the whole group project. In M l’s group, the report was divided into three chapters— one
chapter for description of four major UK retailing supermarkets and the other two for
analysis o f the market structure, conduct and performance (transc3:l-2, transc5:l, also
see 8.2.2.1 above). The description chapter was divided among all four members, so M l
was responsible for the information about one supermarket - Sainsbury’s (transc3:l).
The lecturer provided a website relevant to the analysis o f their chosen topic, but M l
did not search it. What he was looking for was the information about the company over
the last five years, such as the market share. He focused his search on the library
e-database for articles with relevant information about Sainsbury’s. He looked at about
30 - 40 articles but found very little useful information until he found a database
especially designed for searching company profiles, where he got all the information he
needed and also helped other group members to get their relevant profiles. M l did not
think it necessary for him to search anything else, as the British student in the group
took the responsibility for writing the other two chapters (transc3:l-2), though another
group member did read about the theories which was not her part o f work and which
contributed to the group discussion of the other two chapters (transc5:l).
In M 2’s case, the tutor recommended some references for the students who chose
the topic of ‘free trade’. However, M2 could only get two books among the
recommended list, which were not really relevant to the part she was writing (transd2:l).
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Since during the group meetings, they did not discuss how each person should write
his/her part, M2 decided to write about both theory and case studies, even though other
members might use a different approach (transd7:2). In order to write in her chosen way,
M2 used the keyword search in the library and got several books and journal articles.
She also used various search engines (e.g., Google) to get information from the Internet
(transd2:l-2).
Both tutors who marked the two group reports gave positive feedback concerning
the readings that M l and M2 located. M l’s marker commented that their work offered
“an interesting description of recent events in British supermarket retailing and a good
account o f each company’s position and strategy” (appendix 22), which was largely
based on the information that M l found in the company profile database. M 2’s marker
remarked that “the use of literature was adequate” (transst7:4), which included the
literature that M2 found and used.

8.2.2.3 Reading and Integrating Reading into Writing
Both M l and M2 read less for this group report than for the individual essay
discussed in 8.2.1 above. M l was responsible for a 400-word description o f the
supermarket - Sainsbury’s. He mainly looked for some statistics o f the market share of
the company over the past five years (transc3:1). It took him quite some time to find the
right database for the statistics because he had to try various websites in the library
e-database, and he also went through quite a few electronic versions o f some
newspapers (transc3:1-2). The reading itself was simple since he only needed to extract
the statistics and put them together to show the fluctuation o f the market share o f this
company (transc3:1-2). The tutor’s comment on M l’s part was positive by saying they
offered “an interesting description” (appendix 22).
In M 2’s group, each member was allocated about 1000 words to write. M 2’s part

Chapter Eight: M l and M 2’s Two Assignments

-289-

was about the effect o f free trade on the Chinese textile industry and on developed
countries like the US (transd2:l). She mainly read the textbook for the theories o f free
trade and two journal articles for case studies to support her opinions (transd2:2, 8). She
read the textbook in a way similar to how she read the textbook for the LM module
assignment, marking the text, making notes and summarizing (transd2:2). M2 reported
that during the group discussions, each group member had already formed some rough
idea o f the main arguments for his/her respective part. When she read the textbook, she
found that the ideas she was going to write about were already expressed in it. And so
she could use this as a source of evidence or theoretical basis for her arguments
(transd2:2). As for the two articles (one from a journal in the library and the other from
an Internet source), she simply focused on the two case studies, which were quite short
and easy to read, and for which she did not need to make notes in the notebook
(transd2:8). She used the cases to show the impact o f free trade on aspects such as the
competition of a certain industry, the development o f that industry, etc. in both
developing and developed countries (transd2:3, 8). Since she could only write 1000
words, M2 did not think she should read any more (transd2:3).
It seems that M2 had done what the tutors were asking the students to do, by talking
about the theory and analysing case studies. Yet the tutor still commented that they did
not “offer much on empirical studies on free trade” (appendix 23). The reason for this
may lie in the different understanding of empirical studies and the way to analyse them
on the part o f the tutor vs. the students, which will be discussed more fully in 8.3 below.
In the section that follows, I will briefly summarize M l and M 2’s experiences o f doing
the two assignments in terms of the construction of the ‘object’ in the activity system of
the MSc. programme, including comparing them with E l and E2’s parallel experiences.
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B.2.2.4 Summary
M l and M 2’s cases of doing the two assignments again seem to confirm that there
were some basic stages in the process o f construction o f the ‘object’ o f the reading
activities for writing (see figure 7.1 above). Like E l and E2, M l and M2 also felt they
needed to understand the writing tasks in order to identify and search the relevant
readings, to choose a topic when there was a choice for them to make, to read according
to the purposes of using the readings in the writing, and to integrate reading into writing.
The ‘object’ of reading activities here was again similar to that o f E l and E2, i.e. to
enable the readers to use the readings to produce a piece o f writing. During the course of
reading, how briefly or carefully they read, whether and how they made notes, etc.
mostly depended on the ways in which the readings were integrated into their writings.
The cases of the four subjects all indicate that academic reading for the purpose of
writing assignments not only involves reading o f academic texts, but also reading of
lecture handouts, assignment guidelines, tutor comments and the like; and that
academic reading and writing are so closely related to each other that a study o f reading
inevitably involves many aspects of writing.
The four cases all seem to suggest that how successful the assignments were
depended, to a great extent, on how well the students did at each stage o f the whole
process. At each stage, there were usually a variety o f factors that had an effect on the
way students handled the tasks involved in the stage in question. For example, in earlier
sections, I have tried to show how student’s past literacy practices, personal interests,
purpose of learning, etc. played a role in the choice o f topic for writing (see 6.2.1.3,
6.3.1.1, 7.2.1, 8.2.1.1, and 8.2.2.1 above), the effort and time invested in the reading and
writing (see 6.2.1, 6.3.1, and 7.2 above), the way readings were handled (see 6.2.1,
6.3.1.3, 6.3.1.4, 7.2.4, 8.2.1.3, and 8.2.2.3 above), the way help and support were sought
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(see 6.4.2, 7.3.2, and 8.3.2 above), and so on. Tutors’ availability, helpfulness, and
promptness in reply to students’ questions, the explicitness and thoroughness o f the
assignment guidelines, the usefulness o f lectures and lecture handouts, and so on, all
made great difference in students’ experiences o f reading and writing (see 6.4.2, 7.3.2,
8.3.2, 8.3.3 and 8.3.4 above).
Differences between the two master’s programmes also existed. For instance, a big
difference between the MA in Education programme and MSc. in Management
Programme was that Management students had a far more intensive timetable than the
Education students6, which meant that M l and M2 were allowed much less time to
concentrate on each piece of course work than E l and E2 were. That seemed to partly
explain why M l and M2 did not have time to understand the writing tasks as fully as El
and E2 did for the ‘Introduction to Educational Research’ (IER) module assignment, or
to understand the readings better before they had to start writing, or to reflect on and
revise what they had written before turning it in even if they did notice something
wrong with their writings. The fact that many o f the pieces of course work for
Management students were group projects added to the uncertainty o f the outcomes o f
these items because one may not possibly predict whether all the members would
understand the tasks in a similar way, would follow the group decisions, would finish
work by the proposed time, would turn up for group meetings, and so on. There will be
more detailed discussion of this aspect in 8.4 below, where the implications o f the
findings will also be discussed.

6 Take the first term for exam ple: E l and E2 had tw o cou rses plus a ‘stu d y s k ills’ course, w h ereas M l and M 2 had
four com p u lso ry cou rses plus one optional course (transc2:8). In additional, the a ssessm en t o f each cou rse in the
M Sc. in M anagem ent program m e u su ally in volved an individual essay or report, a group project and an exam;
w hereas in the M A in Education program m e, the ‘study sk ills’ course w as not a ssessed , and the assessm en t for the
other tw o courses in volved tw o essays each.
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8.3 A System View o f Reading Practices— C om ponents o f the Activity
System and the Relationship between Them
In this part, I will look at the reading practices from a system view by exploring the
components o f the MSc. in Management activity system (AS) and the conflicts and
contradictions within and between the components, with a view to identifying factors
that contributed to the students’ current reading practices and their experiences of
studying in the MSc. programme.

8.3.1 ‘Subject’
The ‘subject’, as the agent in the activity system, plays a most important role in the
construction o f the ‘object’, hence it is worth singling out for a closer look. Here, in this
connection, I am going to talk about the influence o f personal history and personal
difference on M l and M 2’s reading practices. Following that, there will be a discussion
o f the emotional aspect of their reading practices, and its effects.

8.3.1.1 Personal History and Personal Difference
In 7.3.1.1 above, I talked about E l ’s difficult experience in doing the ‘Teaching,
Learning and Assessment’ (TLA) assignment, caused mainly by her late start, which
meant that all the reference books had already been borrowed by other students. She
went through dramatic emotional ups and downs during the course o f doing that
assignment, and finally got the work done with the help o f a two-week extension (see
7.3.1 above). M l faced a situation similar to E l ’s when he started working on the essay
for the LM module three days before the deadline—he could not find a single book in
the library on the chosen topic. However, unlike E l, M l still managed to submit the
essay on time. One obvious reason could be the difference in the reading and writing
requirements for the two assignments (see 7.2.2 and 8.2.1.2 above for details). I would
still argue that the personal attitude towards learning in general and in academic reading
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also played a decisive role in making the striking differences between the experiences
o f the two o f them. E l started late because it was her habit to put things off till the last
minute, and she had not experienced any failure in the past by starting late. Her image of
herself as an intelligent and good student gave her the confidence to finish work in a
short period time. At the time when E l started working on her assignment, she knew
virtually nothing about the topic she was going to write on because she had never read
any o f the pre-readings assigned by the tutor during term time, she seldom paid
attention to the lectures, and she did not find the handouts made much sense in helping
her understand the topic. At the same time, she was so shocked and frustrated by the
failing result of an earlier assignment, on which she also spent very little time, that she
totally lost the confidence and could not work properly on the TLA assignment for some
time (see 7.3.1 above). In M l’s case, however, he did not start late because o f bad time
management. Instead, it was because he was occupied by a group project o f an elective
course which was very time-consuming (transc4:l). In fact, he was very well-organized,
so much so that he managed to read most of the pre-readings for various courses before
attending the lectures (see 5.3.3.2 above). He had always been a diligent student who
tried to fulfil the reading requirements since his undergraduate years (see 4.4.3 above).
Therefore, when he started working on the assignment for the LM module, he was not
totally ignorant o f his chosen topic because he had done some reading on it during term
time. Besides the main textbook, he also read another book recommended by the tutor
during the term (transc3:5). Although the time constraint had an obvious effect on the
quality o f his work (see 8.2.1 above), he nevertheless completed it on time and got 50
(the minimum pass mark) and had a far smoother experience in terms o f emotional
changes than El did.
M l and E l ’s cases seem to suggest that personal history o f literacy practices and

Chapter Eight: M l and M 2’s Two Assignments

-294-

leaming experiences and the personal attitudes towards learning that have developed
over the years o f their education had a clear influence on their current reading practices
and learning experiences. Some of these students’ usual past practices still made sense
in the new contexts and helped them to read and learn in relevant ways. For example,
M l’s ability to manage time well and his habit o f trying to do the required reading as
much as possible enabled him to work under pressure better than E l when both of them
were facing similar situation. E2’s habit of following tutors’ reading requirements,
regardless o f her personal interest and the difficulty o f the readings, largely prevented
her from falling into the situation that E l had to face while doing the TLA assignment;
her trust in tutors’ advice rather than in her own judgement led to her active
communication with tutors for whatever questions she had about her assignments,
which saved her much trouble and time for figuring out those problems on her own (see
6.3.1 and 7.2 above). However, not all past practices were useful in the new contexts, as
was evident in the case of E l ’s TLA assignment. For students such as E l, thus, it m aybe
advisable for the tutors to remind the students constantly o f not taking things for granted
without considering the changing contexts in which they were now pursuing their
studies; and meanwhile, tutors might also be more aware that some o f the students were,
from a different education background and might not be familiar with the academic
literacy practices in the UK universities.

8.3.1.2 Emotional Aspect of Reading for Writing
During the course of doing their two assignments, both M l and M2 had the feeling
that time was always very pressing and that they had always to be on the go, rushing
through one assignment to another (transc4:6, transd2:3, 7). M2 reported that she had to
read and write at a much faster pace than she used to do in China, as she said “in China,
I could only write a couple of hundred words a day. It was not possible to work at that
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speed here. I wrote about five/six hundred words this afternoon and was aiming to write
another five/six hundred at night” (transd2:5). It seemed that the time pressure made
M2 more efficient in her reading and writing, which was not a negative effect. However,
such time pressure did sometimes make the students feel frustrated, anxious and
worried, especially when the other group members could not finish their work by a
proposed time or did not turn up at meetings. For instance, one o f M 2’s group members
was especially slow in her work and her part was all raw data copied from one source or
another. Because she was due to leave for home in the near future, other members of the
group were therefore worried about her part o f the work being finished unsatisfactorily
or containing anything that might be considered as plagiarism (transd7:l-2). Although
the other members would not be penalized for plagiarism, M2 thought the overall mark
would nevertheless be negatively affected by anything o f this kind (transd7:2). Another
group member who was in charge of the revision of the whole report also left for her
home country before the work was submitted. And the revised version was not sent
back to M2 until five o’clock in the morning on the day the work was due. M2 had to
add an introduction at the last minute and handed it in hastily (transd7:l). Similar
anxiety and worry was also experienced by M l and his group members when the
member who was responsible for writing the analysis chapters o f the assignment could
not show them the final work before submission, which made it impossible for them to
check whether the chapters were written according to the group discussion (transc5:2).
Therefore, besides the time pressure M l and M2 felt while reading and writing their
individual work and their part of the group report, they also had to handle the anxiety
and frustration brought about in various ways by other group members.
M2 had another great concern that made her restless throughout the process o f doing
the assignments—the fear of being charged with plagiarism (transd2:4-6). M2
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mentioned that they had got several emails reminding them o f the problem of
plagiarism and consequences of being caught as plagiarizing, so that she was constantly
worried about this problem (transd2:6). According to her,
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In China, one simply copied from one source or another and put them together, which would
not be acceptable here. You have to really understand and try to interpret and paraphrase by
yourself. When you paraphrase, you have to avoid plagiarism. One o f our tutors said we
needed to give a reference for everything we paraphrased. But very often, during the course
o f reading, we do form our own ideas which may look like something that is paraphrased
from someone else. The tutor said whenever you have any idea, you ’d better search in the
Internet, because very likely it has already been said by someone else, and you have to make
a reference for that too. ... Anyway, I feel very frustrated (transd2:4).

In M 2’s previous experience, plagiarism was not something that the tutors would
seriously warn the students to avoid, so that M2 could feel free to copy others’ ideas
without proper referencing them. The tutors’ totally different attitude toward plagiarism
in UK higher education made M2 feel at a loss and extremely worried because she was
not quite sure what counted as plagiarism, which constituted a great source o f concern
and anxiety for her. Fear of committing plagiarism appeared to be M 2’s strongest
emotion during the process of reading and writing the two assignments discussed here.
The discussion in this part indicates that the process of doing assignments not only
put the students’ academic and intellectual capacity under test, but also their emotional
strength. What tutors could do to help students is, as one of the tutors said “to try to
diminish the anxiety, because anxiety doesn’t help” (transst4:6). There will be further
discussion on ways in which the members of staff might help the students in Chapter 9.

8.3.2 ‘Subject’ vs. ‘Community’
The relationship between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’ consists o f the relationship
between the students, and that between the students and the members o f staff. I will
discuss both positive aspects of the relationship which helped to make the ‘subject’s’
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experience o f reading for writing smoother and easier, and negative aspects that may
contribute to the difficulties and problems that the ‘subject’ experienced during the
process of reading for writing.

8.3.2.1 Supportive Relationship— the Network o f Support
During the course of doing the two assignments, both M l and M2 discussed with
some course mates about the problems they faced; M l was able to borrow a textbook
for the LM module from his course mate to make his own copy when he could not get it
from the library; M2 managed to get a course mate to check her writing before handing
it in (transd6:2). For the group project reports, group members usually helped each
other in searching for relevant literature and exchanged the readings they found that
might be useful to other members (transc3:l, transd2:l).
Support from the tutors included detailed written guidelines for the assignment that
the LM convener prepared as part of the course booklet, where the students can find the
essay questions, marking criteria, essay tips, and important notes (see appendix 17).
However, it seemed that the students may have either neglected the guidelines or had
difficulty fully understanding them, since they still made mistakes despite the tutors’
*7

notes and reminders. For example, students such as M2 and M3 made quite a few
referencing mistakes although the tutor provided samples o f correct referencing.
The EM module convener/lecturer mentioned that he was always available and
encouraged the students to contact him by email, by knocking at the door, or at the end
o f a lecture (transst5:3). According to him,
Towards the time when they are completing their assignments... you get quite a lot o f contacts.
Quite a lot o f people knocking on the door, saying we are thinking about doing this, are we on
the right line; we don’t quite understand this concept, can you explain it again....Som e
groups came around to see me two or three times; other groups didn’t come to see me at all.
They are told I’m available, and if they want to talk to me, I’ll talk to them. Some emailed

7 A student in the M Sc. in M anagem ent program m e that I interview ed but w h o se case w as not reported in this thesis.

Chapter Eight: M l and M 2’s Two Assignments

-298-

quite frequently. And they asked things like where can I find out about this, and then I will
give them some tips. But you know, when you are at master’s level, you have to be able to
research, and part o f the purpose o f the project is to get them to do that (transst5:4, 6).

Although the lecturer, whose data is quoted above, did not offer very detailed written
guidelines compared to the LM module tutor (see appendix 21), he had discussed the
requirements in class, and he had encouraged students to contact him if they had any
queries. M 2’s group asked one of the lecturers for further references, but the problem
was they could not get hold of some of the materials she recommended and the ones
they did get were not very relevant to their topic (transd2:l). M 3’s group for the EM
module, who chose the same topic as M l’s group did, consulted the lecturer quite
actively because they were very confused about what the lecturer would expect them to
do, and got a lot o f advice from the lecturer, and this appeared to have been important
for M 3’s group getting a much better result (68) than M l’s group (56) (transst5/2:2). M l
did not ask for tutor advice for the two assignments I have discussed here. One of his
course mates asked the tutor about the LM assignment, but the answer from the tutor did
not seem to help, according to M l (transc4:l), which may have made M l think it was
not worthwhile consulting the tutor again. For the EM group project report, M l’s group
did not seem to worry about the understanding o f the task, which may partly explain
why they did not contact the tutor. Another possible reason may be most group
members were busily engaged with another group project which required much more
time, so that they might not have time to think over the EM group report. Whatever the
reason might be, E2 and M 3’s cases seem to indicate that active communication with
the tutors often saved the students time and trouble in working out things that they may
have difficulty with.

8.3.2.2 Conflicts and Contradictions between ‘Subject’ and ‘Community’

8.3.2.2.1 Competition and Conflicts between the Students
The MSc. in Management programme had a student population o f over one hundred.
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According to the students’ reports, there was great competition among the students for
the limited library resources available. Although they bought course books for most
courses, they still needed other references for most assignments. M l and M2 both
reported that they had difficulty getting hold of books at some points. If they started
their assignments late, there would not be any book left in the library; if they borrowed
books much earlier than they actually started working on the assignment, by the time
they needed to start reading, the books were very likely to be recalled (transc6:l). M l
mentioned the experience of doing the last assignment before the dissertation, where he
was very successful in getting the books he needed. What he did was during the
20-minute break o f the session when the tutor announced the assignment requirements,
he rushed to the library immediately in order to get the books before they were all gone.
And to his surprise, there were already quite a few course mates there, who must have
thought the same way as he did (transc7:7), which seemed to indicate that many
students had already realized the great competition among their course mates for the
limited resources and were trying to seek solutions to that.
The conflicts between the students that I am focusing on in the following mainly
arose during the course of doing various group projects. First o f all, group members
might have a sense of responsibility that varied to a great extent from each other. As a
result, some students often failed to turn up in meetings or to finish their share o f work
in time. For instance, one of M l’s group mates often cancelled the meetings even
though it was himself who suggested the meeting time (transc6:5, 10); another group
mate o f his often pretended that he was not informed o f the meeting schedule because
his phone was not working, or his computer system was down (transc6:10); some
students simply ignored email messages from other group members. All o f this made
meetings and discussions difficult and delayed the progress o f the work. Sometimes,
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students neglected his/her group duties because o f personal reasons. For instance, one
o f M 2’s group mates needed to go to her home country for visa renewal, and therefore
did not take any responsibility except writing her part o f the report, which was done
hastily after other group members urged her to hurry up (transd7:l-2). Another group
mate, whose English was the best in M 2’s group, was responsible for combining their
writings into one piece and checking the language. However, she also needed to fly
home before the deadline arrived. Before she left, she gave M2 the whole report and
told her the structure looked a bit broken, by which time it was too late to make changes
(transd7:2). Time management was another big problem that both M l and M2
encountered during group work. In many cases, it was not that they could not finish
their share o f work, but that other group mates failed to finish theirs in time (see 8.2.2.1
above). Another aspect reported by M l was the doubt that some western students held
for Chinese students’ language ability. As a result, they insisted upon taking the
responsibility o f combining different pieces into a whole, or o f writing some important
parts (transc5:1). One of M l’s group mate even insisted upon changing the sentences in
a way that changed the meaning of them despite others’ objection (transc5:3). There
were also occasions when a group member refused to comply with group decision and
stuck to his/her own understanding, which, according to the tutor’s feedback, turned out
to be wrong (transc5:l-3).
Such conflicts might not necessarily affect each individual group member very
much in reading and writing his/her part of the group work, but they nevertheless made
a great difference in the group members’ experience o f doing group work and, it seems
reasonable to assume, may have made a difference in the final results o f the group work.

8.3.2.2.2 Conflicts and Contradictions between Students and Tutors
Conflicts and contradictions between the students and tutors sometimes resulted
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from their different understandings of the purpose o f teaching and learning the courses
and the doing of assignments; in some cases, the contradictions were even rooted in the
design o f the whole MSc. programme.
Take the LM module as an example. Both M l and M2 complained that the course
was uninteresting and did not make much sense because they could not think of the
connections between this course and their real life (transc2:9-10, 14, transd2:5, also see
5.3.3.2 above). It was not that the sentences in the textbook or the tutor’s lectures were
difficult to understand, but that they could not see the overall points that the texts and
lectures were trying to make, i.e. what they meant to them in their future lives and
careers. As M2 said “I understood what she said in class, but when the lecture finished,
I had no idea what it was about. ... Maybe it was too theoretical and not practical
enough which made you feel unmotivated to study it” (transd2:5). M l also said that
“attending the lectures made no difference (in my understanding of the contents of this
course). ... I read the chapters very carefully, sentence by sentence, and I understood
each sentence. But still, at the end I felt as if I had not read anything” (transc2:9, my
interpolation). As a result, M2 seldom read the textbook before attending the lectures
(transdl:12); M l did read before each lecture and did find reading helped him
understand the lectures, but still he felt the course difficult (transc2:9). Both of them
seemed to spend more time on more practical courses, such as ‘Finance’, ‘Project
Management’, and ‘Operations Management’. The module LM convener/lecturer was
also aware of the students’ complaint about the difficulty o f this course and suggested
that the students study the texts more and ask her in class or ask the seminar leaders in
seminars anything that they could not understand (transc2:9). The lecturer commented
on this in one of the interviews as follows:
I find the students kept on saying this is too difficult. They say it’s difficult because they try to
read it once. ... Yes, it’s too difficult because you never study this. Like I said, I went to China
and was asked to do something I didn’t know. It would be very difficult. That doesn’t mean I
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couldn’t try hard, listen to people, and try to read whatever it is that I need to read three
thousand times if you need it. ... Every time I said, look you have only read it once, and
probably at first glance you would understand this bit. Then you read another time, you
understand this bit, and you read another time, you understand this bit. ... I told them to talk
to others, discuss it with your colleagues. Discuss it together. Take the lecture on the one hand,
all the notes you have from the lectures; take the chapter on the other hand. Compare, bring
them together. That’s what learning is about. (transst4/2:5-6).

There were also seminars for the LM module, where, according to one of the
seminar leaders,
They were supposing an environment in which they had a particular task to carry out. What
they would have done if they were in that particular situation, by being in a group to organize
those activities in order to complete the work. ... The exercise was a way to stimulate
discussion ... (and was) also very imbedded to the lecture, what the lecturer said during the
lecture” (transst6:l-2, my interpolation).

It seemed that the seminars were designed to help students think about the topics
discussed in the lectures in a more concrete and real life way by situating them in the
case studies. The seminar leader also said that some students were interested in what
they were doing and were participating actively (transst6:2). However, M2 did not think
the seminars useful, as she did not think the exercises in the seminars had much to do
with the lectures. For example, she could not put the teamwork theories taught in the
lecture into practice when she was doing real teamwork (transdl:12). However,
according to the lecturer, M 2’s problem was likely due to her lack o f engagement with
the theories and concepts they studied, which she also found in many students’ writings
(transst4/2:8). The lecturer called this:
‘The syndrome o f the man in the street’, which basically means if for example I have this
question o f teamwork, I can ask a man walking down there, ‘can you write me five pages on
teamwork?’. And he will write five pages on teamwork because h e’s got plenty o f experience
o f working in team; he probably read a few things in teamwork for example in terms o f safety
regulations; he might have listened to many things on TV or radio, read newspapers, where
there’s plenty o f stuff on teamwork... and he wrote five pages. N ow many students would not
do the reading, and write in the same way that man would be writing— common sense. ... So
what’s the point o f coming to a university if you don’t engage with ideas and theories and
issues and problems that we are trying to unpack. If you have to think the same way you
thought before, then there's no point o f coming here. But there’s the laziness. There are
people who do not want to engage, and that really bothered me. (transst4/2:8)

It seems that the students were complaining about the lack o f connection between
what was taught in the LM module and their real life situations; whereas the tutors were
saying that it was because the students did not read enough and did not engage with the
texts and ideas sufficiently. The students may have preferred other courses that they
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found more practical than this one, so that they spent more time on those courses. In fact
their timetable was so full that they simply ended up with no time or very little time for
this module. Therefore, the tutors were probably right in that if the students spent more
time on it, they would not find it as difficult and would learn something useful from it,
but they could of course not do so, due to a general shortage o f time occasioned by their
study load. As M2 confessed later, when she was preparing for the LM module exam8,
she found the textbook quite interesting and not as difficult as she used to think if she
could really carefully and attentively engage with it (transd8:10). However, she did not
enjoy the lectures9 and did not have a good experience o f doing the essay for this course,
because at that time, she was more occupied with other courses and did not have the
time to find out more about this course. This may largely be due to the design of the
MSc. programme, which was a very intense and inclusive programme that touched
upon almost every aspect of management. According to the LM module lecturer,
The m essage that has been given is you need to make things as simple as possible, because o f
the diversity o f the students, because they are new to management. And that’s w hy I have
chosen only one textbook.’ (transst4:2). ... I have been asked to teach that way. Fair enough,
I can do that if that’s want people want in this university. ... This is the chapter. Study for me
a chapter each week. I can give you a lecture on that. I can try to explain these things the best
way I can. I can give you all the examples. ... That’s not learning to me. (transst4/2:5).

Students, including M l, M2 and some of the course mates that they talked to, felt they
did not learn much from the LM module. And it seemed there was something beyond
the power of both the tutor and the students that caused the conflicts between them in
the current situation. Or in other words, there was conflict between the tutors and
students on the one hand, and the MSc. programme AS as a whole on the other hand. To
ease this conflict, this particular lecturer was thinking about change, as she said:
This is a big problem for me, ... in terms o f my intellectual honesty as a teacher and as a
learner. I find this complicated and contradictory, because there are so many different
demands. I think one has to be true to one’s own sense o f ethical and political commitment,
and true to the students. So the situation we are in is asking us to be in a way that I do not

8 T he LM m odu le exam w as schedu le in April, w hereas the course w as con d u cted in the first term.
9 T he lecture w as sch ed u le from 5pm to 7pm , w h ich according to M 2 w as the tim e o f the d ay w h en she felt m ost tired
and sleepy.

Chapter Eight: M l and M 2’s Two Assignments

-304-

agree with and I find difficult to find a way that can be true to what I want, what the university
wants, what the students want. I’m struggling with that. Introduce ways o f changing the
assessm en t... perhaps that’s a way ... o f trying to deal and to negotiate this contradiction. ...
I want to give good marks to students who show a level o f commitment and a level o f
engagement, and personal elaboration o f what w e ’re trying to do. So I have to find a way o f
tapping into that (transst4/2:4).

M l and M2 seemed to be not only unable to learn the module as the lecturer
expected, but also unable to produce the essay in a way that properly met the tutors’
expectations. Take M2 as an example. Her marker criticized her way o f using the
literature as ‘patch work’, which meant
putting together sentences from this author, sentences from another author, sentences from
another author, and just putting them together. ... There’s no flow. It doesn’t work as an essay
because it doesn’t have a clear argumentation. And it doesn’t have a rigorous set o f arguments
that are supported by the literature, rather than put the literature as some kind o f authoritative
spokesperson that tells us the truth (transst4/2:7).

The marker further commented on M 2’s essay,
This is putting together bits and pieces without really explaining anything. ... I’m not asking
you to give your opinion. I’m asking you to argue for something. You have to support your
opinion. She used this source, which is great source. But it’s one o f the other things. We
haven’t even talked about his work in the textbook. ... We have studied a chapter where we
have references o f so many different authors and so many different ideas. We talked about
culture in so many different ways. ... Why is it that she didn’t engage with that?
(transst4/2:10).

It seemed that M2 did not use the literature in a way that the tutor expected - to form
arguments. Moreover, she did not use the references the tutor expected the students to,
i.e. the references that appeared in the textbook and that were discussed in the lectures.
The marker also criticized M2 for using Internet sources because in the tutor’s opinion,
The fact that you use someone who wrote something and posted it on the Internet doesn’t
make it an authoritative reference to use, unless it's obviously recognized and relevant
e-joumal or university website or company website. ... Like ‘my cousin said leadership is
important’. Why should I believe in your cousin? Why should your cousin’s opinion be
important to our understanding o f leadership? (transst4/2:7).

M l’s marker was also not very satisfied with his way o f using the literature in the
essay, by commenting that
He was just getting some information from the course and then sticking them all here,
without actually thinking through and carefully understanding what the differences are
between these arguments that are reported... It is obviously fine because the student seems to
know what he is talking about. But to have something better, to go higher, then maybe we
need to find something else. ... What I’m saying is articulation o f topics have to be proved.
The articulation means linking them logically, and sometimes articulating or explaining why
one statement can have a limit and why it is that you move to another one which in your view
can be better to explore the thing that you want to say. In here, it’s a ‘copy and paste’ exercise.
(transst6:4).

The marker’s criticism of M l’s essay was similar to M 2’s, in that both were seen to
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be a collection o f statements or opinions from others without proper explanation and
interpretation of the reasons for using them in their essays. The aspects that M l and M2
did not do well in their essays had already been pointed out to them by the tutors in
different ways. For instance, in the course booklet (appendix 17), the students can find
‘essay tips’ which emphasized the importance o f providing ‘convincing, clear and
rigorous arguments’ in the essays. The central role o f the main textbook was repeated
ever so often by the lecturer (transst4:2, transc3:3, transd2:7) and was also written down
in the module outline (appendix 16). M2 was found to make referencing mistakes in her
essay, whereas there was a clear guide for correct referencing in the assessment details
(appendix 17). It seemed that the students made mistakes even if they were reminded to
avoid them, which might be because they were too short o f time to notice or they did not
realize the importance of such information, and hence ignored it.
Similar things happened while M l and M2 were doing the assignment for the EM
module. According to one of the lecturers, “if I was to reflect back on this group of
projects and the projects w e’ve looked at year on year, they tend to be very well
researched. Where the students are found to fall down is to not put enough economics
into it” (transst5/2:l). M l’s group was criticized particularly for this problem that the
lecturer found common among the students over the years. The lecturer expected M l’s
group to talk about the type of industry under focus, i.e. were there only a few
competitors or lots of competitors, and then to predict what kind o f conduct the firms
would undertake, i.e. were they competing or were they colluding; then to work out
what the performance was in terms of economics—what prices the consumers got
charged; how much choice they had in terms of the type o f products available on the
market; how much profit the firm made; whether the firm used the profit to innovate and
create new products or simply used it to pay off shareholders (transst5/2:2-3). The
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report that M l’s group produced was “very descriptive”, “missed out the discussion o f
performance”, and “missed out discussion o f certain issues”, according to the tutor
(transst5/2:2-3). He further remarked that,
If they are studying twenty hours o f economics lectures, then w e’d expect to see more. ... It’s
(the description) interesting; it’s fine; it’s good. But it’s not going to get you a lot o f marks. I
could have asked a student doing business studies to write the report. The point is they are
doing an economics course. They needed more economics in it. I don’t think they engaged
with it properly. (transst5/2:3, my interpolation).

M 2’s marker also criticized M 2’s group for not offering “exactly the kind o f analysis”
(transst7:5) that she expected. According to her,
(The report) didn’t offer much o f empirical studies ... in terms o f ... some sort o f table to
show what happened to the level o f investment within the volume o f trade between the
western and the less developed economies; so show some sort o f data; show some idea what
is happening in terms o f volume o f trade, in terms o f volume o f investment. If you talk about
the tariff, the reduction o f tariff, how that has been affected in terms o f manufacturing...’
(transst7:4, my interpolation).

M 2’s marker further pointed out that the reason why she wanted to see the students
using empirical data was because it also showed that they can do the kind o f “analytical
type of analysis” with the data (transst7:3). Judging by the marker’s comment quoted
above, M 2’s group failed to present the type o f analysis that the marker expected.
In fact, what the tutors expected from the group reports was stated quite clearly in
the assignment requirements and topics (see appendix 21). And one o f the lecturers also
talked about the assignment in class (transst5/2:l). But M l and M 2’s groups
nevertheless seemed to miss some main points in the requirements, such as the essential
requirement o f providing economic analysis for the economics assignment. They may
not have examined the requirements carefully enough before doing the assignment due
to the time pressure, or due to their lack of experience in producing this kind o f writing
and using readings in this way; or it might also be due to the complexity o f group work
that was discussed in 8.3.2.2.1 above.
The analysis above indicates that time constraints might be one reason for the
students’ lack of attention to various features o f the execution o f the assignments as
already mentioned, and it was quite understandable that wrhen the students were
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working day and night trying to meet all sorts o f deadlines, they neglected one thing or
another unconsciously or they simply did not have time to attend to them (see 8.2.1,
8.2.2 above for details), or they even left the most fundamental basics out, such as not
putting economic analysis into the assignment for the economics course.
To sum up, the discussion in this section as a whole shows that the conflicts between
the students and tutors lay firstly in the fact that the students and tutors had different
understanding on the purpose of learning some courses and the purpose o f doing
reading and writing tasks, as was evident according to the LM module lecturer
(transst4/2:6). Secondly, the conflicts lay in that the students sometimes did not use the
right sources for their literature as the tutors expected, or in other words, the students’
understanding of the legitimate reference sources seemed to be different from that of the
tutors’, as tutors for both the LM and EM modules criticized the use by the students of
Internet sources (transst4/2:7, transst5/2:4). Thirdly, conflicts lay in the students’ and
tutors’ different understanding of the way in which the literature should be used in the
writing and their different understandings of other writing requirements in general, as
was discussed earlier in this section. The discussion here also shows that students’
academic reading practices for writing assignments were related to various aspects of
students’ studies (e.g. students’ purposes of learning the courses; their attitudes towards
the lectures, seminars, and reading tasks, and so on), and therefore could not be so fully
understood if studied from a narrower perspective. The pedagogical implications of the
discussion in this section will appear in the final chapter (see 9.4.3 below).
In the next section, I will discuss the relationship between the ‘subject’ and ‘rule’, as
the discussion above seems to indicate that some o f the conflicts and contradictions
between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’ have resulted from the contradictions between
the ‘subject’ and ‘rule’, or the discontinuity between the ‘rule’ in the subject’s past AS
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and the current one.

8.3.3 ‘Subject’ vs. ‘Rule’
The relationship between the ‘subject’ and ‘rule’ that I will talk about here is only
what is involved in the process of reading for writing assignments rather than what is
involved in the course of their masters’ programme as a whole.
Both M l and M2, as English majors in Chinese universities, had a lot o f experience
o f writing English essays during their undergraduate years. However, both of them were
criticized for the way they constructed their essays, such as putting statements of
different authors together without interpretation or links between them (see 8.3.2.2.2
above). M2 had noticed some difference in the essay writing in the UK after she took
the university study skills summer course, as she once mentioned that “it was different
in China—we simply copied from one source or another and put them together. It won’t
do here. One really needs to understand, to interpret, and to paraphrase” (transd2:4). But
what M2 had already realized still could not help her write in a satisfactory way. M2
thought that she just needed to write down her understanding o f what she read rather
than make her own arguments (transd8:l). Her essay for the LM module was not the
only one with this problem. M l’s understanding o f a literature review was also
problematic. He had thought that, in a literature review, he should only list things said
by others without stating his own views (transc6:12). He did not realize that his view of
a literature review was problematic until the end o f the second term. He did not have
much doubt about his own understanding of it during the first two terms. M 2’s
understanding of what empirical studies for an economics assignment involved was
also different from her marker’s. M2 thought she provided a lot o f cases, at least in her
part of the report (transd7:l), whereas the marker thought they did not offer much
empirical data, neither did they analyze the empirical data in the expected way, such as
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by looking at the volume of trade, volume o f investment, etc. (transst7:4-5). In addition,
the ‘rule’ about plagiarism and referencing also seemed very different from that in
China, which caused great concern for some students including M2 (see 8.3.1.2 above).
The LM module convenor/lecturer pointed out that one o f the basics o f essay
writing is to argue for and against, to have some kind o f “analytical tension”
(transst4/2:2); the lecturers of the EM module would like to see economic analysis in
the students’ reports. Obviously however, some students failed to understand the tutors’
expectations. One of the tutors remarked that
It’s very difficult for them to understand the genre in itself. That is problematic because these
students are not used to writing academic essays. ... most o f them, they are educated in a
different way, in a different tradition. And then they come here for a year, and they are asked
to respect canons and criteria that they don’t really know about, they haven’t been trained into.
That’s kind o f crazy, as if I come to China and you would ask me to be there and respect all
the way. You would invite me for a meal. I’ve got there and I would have made a mess o f it
because probably the way the formal meal in China works might have the rituals, canons,
procedures, etc. that are very difficult to understand. You can lay them out like I do,
explaining you should do this way, the other way, the other way. You try to explain to people
how and what they are supposed to do. And you also write it down so that they can go home
and look at it for themselves. But you are not going to leam how to behave properly at a
formal dinner in China just because you tell me how to do that (sic). You have to tell me quite
a lot o f times. I think that’s kind o f metaphor to explain to you what I think about all the
Chinese students, but not only Chinese, also from other countries, try to do an essay within
the English academic system. (transst4/2:2)

This tutor’s comment in the above part of the data seems to explain quite well the reason
why Chinese students had difficulty understanding the ‘rule’ o f the academic system in
the UK, which may, in turn, explain why they had difficulty in understanding the tutors’
expectations. And she seemed to suggest that it was the tutors’ responsibility to explain
the ‘rule’ to the students as often as possible, which is also related to the ‘division of
labour’ I will discuss in the next section.

8.3.4 ‘Subject’ vs. ‘Division of Labour’
As postgraduate students, M l, M2 and their course mates, as well as E l, E2 and
their course mates, were, from their tutors’ point o f view, supposed to already know
how to handle central aspects of studying at university, such as reading, writing essays,
searching for literature (transst4/2:2, 6, transst5/2:4, transst5:6). Moreover, the tutors

Chapter Eight: M l and M 2’s Two Assignments

-310-

explained to the students, more than once and in various forms, the reading and writing
requirements, their expectations, the aspects to pay special attention to, and so on.
However, the students still seemed to fall short o f the expectations in one aspect or
another. One tutor’s comment quoted in the end o f the preceding section has shown the
difficulty on the part of Chinese students in adjusting to the English academic system
within a short time. The four cases discussed here all seemed to indicate that the results
o f their academic work did not necessarily improve as time went by. They faced
different challenges at different points because the assignments they were asked to do
were not o f the same nature. Even though some tasks were similar, they may not
necessarily learn much from the past experience (e.g. E l and E 2’s experiences of
writing a critical review), or they may make mistakes in different aspects (e.g. M2 was
criticized for not offering arguments earlier on. When she did try to argue for something
in a later assignment, she was criticized for not offering much o f the academic theories
and concepts. As a result, she did not get satisfactory marks for several assignments
over the first two terms, transd8:l).

8.4 C onclusion
This chapter has presented a detailed picture o f the two subjects’ reading practices
during the course of writing two assignments in the Lancaster University MSc. in
Management programme. Although from another subject area and doing assignments
with different requirements, M l and M 2’s processes o f reading for the purpose of
writing academic assignments also consisted of similar stages as E l and E2’s cases (i.e.
understanding the task and choosing the topic, identifying and searching readings,
reading and integrating reading into writing). Also similarly, whether they could
manage well the tasks in each stage was closely related to the interactions between the
subjects’ past education and literacy experiences, their usual attitudes towards learning
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and reading, and the current contexts (including the reading and writing requirements
for different modules and courses, the academic conventions and norms o f the two
masters’ programmes, the relationships between the students and tutors, the availability
o f the tutors’ support, and so on). Apart from the individual characteristics, the
differences in M l and M 2’s academic reading experiences, in comparison to E l and E2,
mainly seemed to result firstly from the time pressure due to the larger number of
compulsory and elective courses and the combined means o f assessment (i.e. most
modules were assessed by a combination of individual course work, group project and
exam). Secondly, the assessed group projects imposed on the students a more complex
situation than just doing individual work for assessment. Besides doing his/her portion
o f the task, individuals could not easily control or even influence other group members’
performance, and therefore had limited control over their experiences o f doing the
group projects and over the final results.
By using the NLS/AT framework established in Chapter 2, this chapter, once again,
has demonstrated that the process during which the ‘object’ o f the academic reading
activities was constructed remained similar among all four subjects for all four
assignments examined in this study. The activity theory (AT) analytical framework also
helped to reveal the differences inherent in the two masters’ programmes and between
the four subjects, which all contributed to the different academic reading experiences of
the four subjects. M l and M2’s experiences o f doing the two assignments analysed in
this chapter seemed to confirm many findings in Chapters 6 and 7 and also to reveal
certain different features of students’ reading practices due to the difference in subject
areas, assessment requirements, programme structure, tutor-student and student-student
relationships. The analysis in this chapter has thus once again demonstrated what is to
be gained by viewing reading as not simply a matter o f technical skills, but, instead, also
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in terms of the situation in which it occurs and the life experiences and other personal
characteristics of the reader.
The analyses in this and Chapters 4 - 7, as already indicated (passim), also
obviously give rise to a number of potential implications for pedagogical practice.
Among other matters, Chapter 9 will therefore concern itself with this aspect o f the
research, as well as the theoretical insights gained from this study.
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Chapter Nine: Conclusions
9.1 Introduction
In this final chapter, I will first summarize the ground covered by the thesis as a
whole; I will then attempt to identify the overall potential implications o f the study for
ELT in non-English speaking countries, for EAP and for subject area teaching in UK
higher education, and for the application o f the NLS and AT frameworks in studies o f
academic reading (especially involving the L2); finally I will discuss the limitations of
the study and suggest possible directions for future investigations in the area o f L2
academic reading.

9.2 Sum m ary
Chapter 1 introduced the background to undertaking the study, and briefly explained
its purposes, the reasons for the choice o f topic (i.e. academic reading) and the overall
nature o f the research approach (i.e. one which looks at academic reading from a
contextualized literacy practices perspective rather than in terms o f technical skills).
Chapter 2 discussed the basic tenets of NLS and AT as methods o f viewing academic
literacy in such terms, and the appropriateness and advantages o f combining them
together in the study, thus establishing its theoretical underpinning and analytical
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ffamework. The methodology chapter that followed discussed the ontology and
epistemology of the study, the specific procedures for its design, execution, and analysis
o f the data yielded. It also presented the research questions and the methods o f data
collection in relation to each research question.
Chapters 4 to 8 were concerned with attempting to answer each o f the main research
questions via the presentation and analysis o f various aspects o f the data resulting from
the research design. Chapter 4 focused on RQ 1 (i.e. What were the main reading
practices o f the subjects—E l, E2, M l and M2— before they came to the UK?) and RQ 2
(i.e. What aspects in the context (in terms o f the activity system model) have played
what role in the shaping o f the subjects ’reading practices prior to their arrival in the
UK?). In order to answer RQ 1, the four subjects’ educational and literacy experiences
prior to their arrival at the UK were explored and presented in the form o f narratives. On
the basis of the subjects’ experiences, the AS of the Chinese education system was
constructed to investigate the factors contributing to their reading experiences in China,
as well as to serve as a reference point for the analysis o f the subjects’ reading practices
in the UK higher education in Chapters 6-8. The analysis o f the subjects’ experiences of
learning and reading in Chinese and English in Chapter 4 showed that, in general, the
students’ initial interest in reading in the mother tongue was most likely developed at a
young age under the influence of their caretakers (i.e. parents, grandparents, relatives,
etc.), whereas the influence of peer groups and the desire to be included in and
recognized by peer groups also encouraged reading and was even o f potential help to
them in developing a lasting interest in reading (e.g. in M l’s case). Reading in English
was mostly driven by instrumental motivation (Gardner & MacIntyre, 1991; Spolsky,
1969,, 2000; Walsleben, 1988) and was done for the purpose of improving their level of
English. Reading in Chinese and English that was related to school work seemed largely
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to serve the purpose o f preparing for various exams. Reading done that was irrelevant to
school work varied from subject to subject depending on their personal interest in
reading, though, generally speaking, none o f them had much time for reading for
pleasure during their years at secondary school due to the pressure o f the nation-wide
College Entrance Exams. The analysis in Chapter 4 also showed that each subject
established his/her unique attitudes toward reading and learning over the years o f their
primary and secondary education, which, in turn, had a strong influence on their
educational and literacy experiences at university in China.
Chapter 5 explored the context of the subjects’ lives and academic studies at
Lancaster University and their literacy practices in general after their arrival in the UK,
with a view to answering RQ 3 ( What are the main kinds o f academic reading practices
which the students experience in a UK university setting?) and RQ 4 ( What are the
features o f the activity system o f a m aster’s programme in a UK university in
comparison with and in contrast to the activity system that the subjects used to belong
to in China?). In doing so, this chapter was structured in a similar way to Chapter 4, i.e.
it comprised narratives of the subjects’ literacy experiences, but this time in their UK
context, followed by an analysis of the two masters’ programmes—the MA in
Education and the MSc. in Management— from an AT perspective. The analysis
indicated that the majority of the reading done by the subjects at Lancaster University
focused on academic readings in English, which differed from the reading they did at
universities in China either in terms of the subject area o f the reading materials and/or in
terms of the language used in the reading materials. It also seemed evident from the data
that the subjects’ attitudes towards reading and learning and their individual
self-perceptions as students and persons remained unchanged and played crucial roles
in shaping their academic literacy practices at Lancaster University. For example, E l
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seldom invested her efforts in subjects that did not interest her and she did not like
reading in English very much. As a result, she hardly did any pre-reading tasks before
attending the lectures in which she was not interested during her master’s studies. On
the other hand, M l, who always tried to fulfil tutors’ reading requirements no matter
whether he had interest in a subject or not, continued to do so in Lancaster University. In
addition, the data also showed that the subjects’ recent educational experiences at
universities in China and their working experiences influenced their purposes in
undertaking their masters’ studies, and, in turn, also affected their literacy practices. For
instance, E2 and M2 both preferred to learn some practical knowledge, thus were more
willing to spent time reading for more practically-oriented modules. The analysis o f the
AS of the masters’ programmes at Lancaster University also revealed contradictions
and discontinuity between the AS of the Chinese education system and the AS o f the
Lancaster University masters’ programmes (e.g. the differences between the two
systems concerning the ‘mediating artefacts’, the ‘division o f labour’ between students
and tutors, the composition of ‘community’, etc.), thus preparing the ground for the
discussion o f the shaping of the subjects’ reading experiences while writing academic
assignments, which was the focus of the data reviewed in Chapters 6-8.
Chapters 6, 7 and 8 focused on the two most central RQs o f this research—RQ 5
( What literacy experiences did the subjects actually have while reading fo r writing
assignments within the context o f their current activity systems?) and RQ 6 ( What
factors appear to have led to the subjects having such experiences?). Chapter 6 dealt
with E l and E2’s experiences of writing the assignment for the IER module; Chapter 7
was concerning El and E2’s experiences of doing the assignment for the TLA module;
Chapter 8 focused on M l and M 2’s experiences o f doing the assignments for the LM
and the EM modules. In overall terms, the analyses in the three chapters indicated that
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there were certain stages that all subjects went through during the process o f reading for
the purpose o f writing both academic assignments. However, their experiences varied in
many ways. Such different experiences not only resulted from the differences between
the two masters’ programmes and different reading and writing requirements, but also
from the subjects’ different attitudes towards reading and learning, from their different
purposes of pursuing their masters’ degrees, and from their interactions with the other
components in the AS of their masters’ programmes. The analyses also indicated that
the interactions and contradictions between the ‘subject’ component and the
‘community’ component played active and crucial roles in shaping the four subjects’
experiences of reading for the purpose o f writing assignments. These contradictions
seemed to result partly from the contradictions between the ‘subject’ and the ‘rule’ and
the ‘division o f labour’, which, in turn, mostly resulted from the discontinuity between
the AS of the Lancaster University masters’ programmes and the AS o f the Chinese
education system.
Having summarised the foregoing parts o f the thesis, I turn next to the main
theoretical and pedagogical implications which I believe the study yields.

9.3 Theoretical Insights
In Chapter 2, after reviewing the main arguments o f both groups o f theories, a
combined NLS and AT framework was established for the investigation. The
application o f this framework in the ensuing study seems to have shown that its strength
lay mainly in the way it made it possible to investigate the whole process surrounding
the activities (i.e. in this study, a series of literacy events relevant to academic reading
activities for the purpose of writing academic assignments) within its context (i.e. the
‘mediating artefacts’, ‘rule’, ‘division of labour’ and ‘community’ elements) and
explore the interacting factors that shape the process of activities and their outcome. In
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other words, this framework appears to enable the researcher i) to unfold the dynamics
during the course o f the subjects’ engagement in literacy activities, and ii) to reveal the
interactions between the subjects in question and the context o f their literacy practices
that shape or influence the process of their engagement with literacy and their
experiences of such engagement.
This study has also shown the possibility and the appropriateness o f integrating the
NLS and AT frameworks for literacy studies. As was discussed in 2.4.1 above, both
NLS and AT are partly rooted in the Vygotskian school o f cultural-historical psychology,
which means that they have a number of common theoretical elements, creating a prime
facie case for their possible integration. From the discussion o f the framework in
Chapter 2 and the data analyses in Chapters 6 to 8, it seemed quite evident that the
central concepts o f NLS approach are compatible with the components o f the AS model.
First of all, the starting point of many investigations in NLS - the literacy event constituted the core unit of analysis of the academic reading activity under focus in this
study. In other words, the exploration of the process o f the construction o f the ‘object’
for the academic reading activity for the purpose o f writing assignments was carried out
by examining a series of academic literacy events with which the subjects were engaged
in order to read for writing their assignments. In this way, once a researcher has decided
on what the focal literacy activity to be studied is, then the scope o f the literacy events
that the researcher needs to look at for the particular study also becomes clear
accordingly.
Secondly, as the study has also shown, two important concepts in the NLS tradition
- personal literacy history and emotional aspect (e.g. ruling passions) - can be integrated
into the ‘subject’ component in the AS. Thus, in the discussion o f the ‘subject’, the
personal literacy history and the emotional aspect (‘ruling passions’) for literacy of the
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person(s) in question were explored as well as his/her/their past educational and
working experiences, in order to show how these factors functioned to shape their
literacy practices.
Thirdly, the context element in the NLS framework has been specified via the AS
model to include the ‘mediating artefacts’, ‘community’, ‘rule’ and ‘division o f labour’.
In this way, the combined NLS and AT framework enables the researcher to investigate
the essential roles which context plays in people’s literacy events and practices in a
more systematic way.
Fourthly, and related to the previous point, the AS model helps the researcher
capture the interactions and contradictions between the ‘subject’ and the context (i.e. the
four components in the AS mentioned in the preceding paragraph) at different stages of
the whole process of the activity under investigation. In other words, the combined NLS
and AT framework is helpful for revealing the dynamics o f literacy activities, which is
crucial to an explanation of the shaping of the subjects’ literacy experiences.
Fifthly, it is also possible to list the features o f the current AS and any past one (or
any two parallel ones) in the same diagram (see figure 5.1 in Chapter 5), thus making
comparisons and contrasts between two systems easier and more convenient. Therefore,
by combining NLS and AT, literacy studies across time and across contexts become
more manageable.
Last but not least, the analysis of the process o f constructing the ‘object’ o f the
academic reading activity as one of the two major parts o f the data analysis (the other
part being the exploration of the interactions and contradictions between the pairs o f the
components and between the past and current activity systems) has indicated that
although the assignment requirements were the same for all students in the same
master’s programme, each individual subject was undertaking different academic
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reading activities as each of them was working at a different ‘object’ at different stages
in the process o f their activity. Consequently, their experiences o f reading and their final
results for the assignments also differed from each other to various extents. In other
words, even if the students were seemingly working at the same tasks, they were
working towards different ‘objects’ due to the interacting factors that this thesis has
attempted to reveal, and hence they were engaged with different activities and thus their
experiences of undertaking the activities varied. How to make the subjects’ consequent
experiences of academic reading more rewarding and smoother than the data have
shown was the case will be one of the focuses o f the following section.

9.4 Pedagogical Im plications
In this section, I will discuss the overall pedagogical implications that I believe may
be drawn from the study for i) ELT in China, ii) EAP programmes, and iii) subject area
teaching and the design of the masters’ programmes in UK higher education.

9.4.1 Implications for ELT in China
The analysis of the four subjects’ learning o f English in the AS o f the Chinese
education system seems to show that their English language education was so
exam-oriented, at the secondary level in particular, that the students tended to equate
learning English primarily with doing exam preparation exercises (see e.g. 4.3.3.2,
4.5.2 above). Even at the tertiary level, E2 and M2 still seemed to associate learning
English with preparing for exams. It seemed that the exam-oriented English language
education over the years in secondary schools had influenced the students’ conception
of language learning to be of this kind. It thus seems quite understandable that many
Chinese students tend to see passing exams as their main ‘object’ o f learning English.
Even though such an ‘object’ may not be consciously perceived by the students
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themselves, as the subjects in this study rarely mentioned that explicitly, their accounts
o f how they learned English seemed to have revealed this as the primary “hidden”
‘object’. The comparison and contrast between the AS o f the Chinese education system
and the AS o f the Lancaster masters’ programmes during the analysis o f the four
subjects’reading for writing assignments (see e.g. 6.2.2, 6.3.2, 6.4.2.2, 7.3.2.3.2,7.3.2.4,
8.3.2.2.2, 8.3.3) seemed to indicate that the exam-oriented English language education
they had had in China often put them in an disadvantageous position when they were
faced with the academic reading and writing requirements for assessment purposes (and
the listening and speaking requirements while attending lectures and seminars), as all
these areas required a much more communicative, real-life use o f English.
Therefore, in addition to helping students with the exams they need to pass, it would
seem desirable for English language education in China to also take into account the
actual uses o f the language in students’ later life and prepare them for those real-life
occasions where English is needed (e.g. study abroad, work in multinational
companies). In other words, rather than seeing a satisfactory result in one o f the main
state English language examinations as both a necessary and sufficient qualification for
use of English in overseas study settings such as the UK, greater consideration might be
given to the development of additional or alternative programmes o f study, better suited
to preparing students for a less examination-oriented approach to the subject and a more
real-life communication-oriented one instead. In addition, ethnographic research
aiming to reveal the picture of the uses of the English language in the students’ future
life and work, such as the current study, might be conducted before such curricula are
developed.

9.4.2 Implications for EAP Programmes
In addition to their English proficiency in general, another factor closely related to
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the subjects’ academic reading experiences in Lancaster University was their
competence in English for Academic Purposes (EAP), as the analysis has shown that
many of the conflicts between the ‘subject’ (the Chinese students in question) and
‘community’ (members of staff) arose out o f the conflicts between the ‘subject’ and
‘rule’ (academic conventions in particular) (see e.g. 6.2.2, 6.3.2, 7.3.2.3, 7.3.2.4,
8.3.2.2.2, 8.3.3). Even though three out o f the four subjects attended the Lancaster
University four-week summer ‘Study Skills’ programme before they started their
masters’ studies, and both masters’ programmes offered academic ‘study skills’ course
to overseas students in the first term (and a couple of sessions in the second term in the
MSc. in Management programme), the subjects still experienced various important
problems concerning their academic reading and writing tasks. For example, they made
mistakes in referencing (see 6.3.2, 8.3.2.2.2, 8.3.3); they did not organize the essays
properly (see 7.3.2.3.2, 8.2.1.3.1, 8.3.3); they did not know how to write critical reviews
(see 7.3.2.3.1); they sometimes had difficulty interpreting the requirements o f their
writing tasks (see 6.3.1.2, 7.2.2, 8.2.1.1, 8.2.2.1).
The problems experienced by the subjects may have been caused by their inability
to make links between the ‘study skills’ programmes and their reading and writing tasks.
The reason could also be that the requirements made by the actual study tasks differed
from each other and from those used in the study skills programmes so much so that the
subjects could not manage to apply the general principles introduced in these
programmes; it could also be that the academic conventions and norms applicable in
their masters’ programmes were so new and unfamiliar to the subjects that a few
sessions of lectures and workshops were not sufficient for the subjects to learn; it could
also be that because the ‘study skills’ programmes were not run at the same time as the
subject area courses were, when the students came to do their readings and writing for
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assessment purposes, they might have already forgotten what they learned from the
‘study skills’ programmes.
To overcome the problems mentioned above, it seems that an ideal and effective
way of helping the subjects with the academic ‘study skills’ may be to integrate an
academic support element together with each subject area module, so that the students
are offered help specifically related to the readings and writings o f the subject area
course in question. Given the resources o f academic staff, it may be difficult to provide
such academic support courses for each single subject area module. However, it would
appear advisable to try to provide such help at the very beginning o f the masters’
programmes (e.g. during the first term). The subjects’ experiences in this study seemed
to suggest that it may be less helpful to provide abstract and de-contextualized academic
support programmes because newly arriving overseas students are unlikely to be able to
properly gauge in what circumstances in their formal studies programmes the academic
conventions and norms should be applied (see 7.3.2.3.1, 7.3.2.5, 8.3.3). Therefore, it is
probably more desirable to offer concrete, specific and contextualized academic support
programmes embedded within (preferably) each subject area module. There have
already been such attempts in certain undergraduate programmes in Lancaster
University - modules that integrate EAP elements and subject content appear to have
already been conducted successfully in some undergraduate programmes at Lancaster
University (e.g. in the BSc. Business Studies, BSc. Accounting and Finance, and BA.
Media and Cultural Studies degree programmes). These EAP programmes have been
embedded into the degree courses rather than run as extra and separate academic
support programmes, thus providing students with the type o f concrete and timely
academic support that is closely tied to the particular subject content module into which
the EAP elements were integrated. Feedback from the students taking these modules
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seemed very positive and called for more such modules to be provided to a wider range
o f audience and in a wider range o f degree programmes (Luxon & Peelo, 2006;
Robinson, 2006; Taylor & Beekes, 2006).

9.4.3 Implications for Subject Area Teaching in UK Higher Education
The analyses in Chapters 6-8 demonstrated that the primary factor shaping the
subjects’ experiences of academic reading for writing assignments was the interactions
and conflicts between the subjects and the members o f staff. One important cause for
such conflicts may be the fact that Chinese students have rapidly grown in numbers in
recent years in UK higher education, and thus, with such an influx, the nature of the
audience being taught in many UK masters’ programmes has changed quite
significantly. As with any such change, it can be argued that it calls for a review of
teaching-learning practices, in order to make sure they are still appropriate to the needs
o f the new audience. Likewise, Chinese students themselves have an important
responsibility on their side to do their best to understand and adapt to what may be novel
for them among the methods of teaching and learning which prevail in the study
situation they are in. Both of these considerations should thus be seen as framing the
suggestions that follow concerning the implications o f this study for subject area
teaching in UK higher education. These mainly involve the ways in which the
relationships between students such as the four subjects and members o f staff might be
better handled, and how the design of masters’ programmes might be adjusted to better
accommodate and benefit such (and other overseas) students.

9.4.3.1 The Need for more Harmonious Tutor-Student Relationships
The analyses in Chapters 6 to 8 indicated that the conflicts between the Chinese
students and members of staff often arose from a mismatch in the expectations on the
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part o f the Chinese students and the members o f staff, and a mismatch in the division of
responsibilities on both parts (see e.g. the discussion in Chapter 7 on the understanding
o f critical review tasks in the MA in Education programme). Therefore, it seems
important that both the students such as the subjects (and overseas students in general),
on the one hand, and the members of staff on the other, become in some respects more
aware o f and more assiduous in taking up their respective responsibilities in the kind of
masters’ programmes which have been focused on. The data have indicated that this
might occur with respect to aspects of this kind such as the following:

9.4.3.1.1 Understanding the Differences between the Two Education Systems
Firstly, much of the mismatch between the Chinese students and the members of
staff concerning their expectations of each other was due to the lack o f mutual
understanding of each others’ education system (see e.g. 7.3.1.2, 7.3.2.3, 8.3.3).
Therefore, it seems reasonable to propose in this respect that both students such as the
subjects and members of staff in universities such as Lancaster should show greater
awareness o f the difference between the Chinese and UK higher education systems, and
consequently attempt not to take anything for granted in terms of the related academic
conventions and norms. Specifically speaking, in order to avoid making mistakes
because o f the lack of knowledge about the differences between the two education
systems, Chinese students need to communicate with the members o f staff more
actively whenever they feel uncertain about reading and writing requirements, parts of
lectures and lecture handouts, specific places in reading materials, feedback on written
assignments, and so on. As was evident in the data analyses in Chapters 6 to 8, Chinese
students may not always manage to actively communicate with their tutors due to
factors such as an assumption, based on their past experience, that, as a rule, students
should not ask for tutors’ advice; or the assumption that they could keep their usual way
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o f handling their studies as they did in China if they did not get special reminders from
their current tutors at Lancaster University; or because students sometimes did not get a
prompt reply from their current tutors concerning their queries; or because their tutors’
answers did not always seem helpful. Indeed, one of the factors that seemed to strongly
influence students’ desire to communicate with tutors was the tutors’ response to their
enquiries (mostly via email), which leads to the next point, viz: tutors’ due
responsibilities in realizing the differences between the two education systems.
Thus, in order for Chinese (and other overseas) students to benefit most from their
masters’ studies at Lancaster University, it would seem advisable for tutors not to
assume that Chinese students understand what they are supposed to do in terms o f doing
readings, writing assignments, attending lectures and seminars, etc. if they don’t ask
questions, because the students, for various reasons, may keep silent even if they do
have questions, as was discussed in the foregoing paragraph. Moreover, as has been
shown in several parts of the research data, students’ timetables were quite tight over the
one year of their masters’ programmes, with the consequent time pressures making it
very likely that they will neglect to properly take into account some o f the crucial
differences between the two education systems. Therefore, for this reason also, it can be
argued that tutors might do well to remind students as often and as emphatically as
possible about the common mistakes that past students have tended to make. Equally, of
course, it must also be accepted that tutors have heavy teaching, research and
sometimes administrative work loads, and thus have little time to spare on reminding
students repeatedly about study procedures. Students therefore also have a major
responsibility to pay due attention to the tutors’ advice and reminders. However, as the
research data have shown, more might have been done not only by students but also by
staff, in order to remedy the kinds of problems identified, and so it seems reasonable to
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put forward a “modest proposal” o f the kind outlined above.

9.4.3.1.2 Understanding the Language Barrier
Language, as one of the most essential ‘mediating artefacts’ in the AS o f the
Lancaster University masters’ programmes that was different from the language used in
the students’ past AS in China, is another aspect worth mentioning here. It is advisable
to raise the tutors’ and Chinese students’ awareness o f the language barrier between
them, as there were indications in the data (e.g. transb5:2-3, transb8:3-4) that the
Chinese students’ English language competence caused problems in tutor-student
communications. For instance, E2’s email greatly offended one o f her tutors because of
the inappropriate language she used in it. Although E2 did not mean to offend her tutor,
her inadequate knowledge of this aspect of English caused part o f the problem. Another
example was M 2’s misuse of the word ‘survey’ (meaning ‘the literature review she did’
in her assignment for the LM module), which made it difficult for her marker to follow
her arguments. Such problems of communications were also exacerbated because the
tutors did not appear to realize that the Chinese students’ misuse o f language may distort
the messages they actually intended to convey. On the other hand, the data also show
that there were tutors who realized the language problems that the Chinese students
might experience: for instance, one of the tutors for the LM module in the MSc. in
Management programme mentioned that English language competence affected some
Chinese students’ expression of ideas in their essays1; one of the tutors for the TLA
module in the MA in Education programme acknowledged the Chinese students’
difficulty of reading academic texts in English. However, other members o f staff did not
appear to have noticed the language barrier or realized how significantly it might affect

1 T his tutor said in the interview that “The use o f English w as a b asic issu e ... and (it) unfortunately influenced lots
o f essa y s in that sense. ... I had problem (sic) trying to understand what the student w as sayin g b y som e statem ents,
som e phrases, b ecau se som etim es it w as not proper use o f lan gu age” (transst6:4).
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the tutor-student communication, as the very same tutor who mentioned the reading
difficulty for Chinese students was the one who was offended by E2’s email. Therefore,
it would seem advisable for members of staff to always bear in mind the possibility of
miscommunication on the part of the Chinese students (and others with similar
characteristics o f this kind) due to their language competence, and to seek ways of
helping Chinese students overcome such language barriers. How such help might be
provided will be discussed in section 9.4.3.2 below.
On the other hand, the Chinese students may be equally unaware o f the occasions
when they are likely to express their ideas wrongly due to the lack o f language
knowledge. Thus, they may not be on their guard about the miscommunications due to
their language competence and hence may not seek due help from various sources.
Therefore, to improve the situation, the student should also be more alert and sensitive
to the possibility of making language mistakes and should seek help with every possible
opportunity in order to avoid such miscommunications.
To sum up, the discussion above has indicated the aspects about which both tutors
and Chinese students need to be aware not to make unwarranted assumptions according
to their past experiences and usual practice. Data from this study have also
demonstrated the undesirable consequences o f the lack o f awareness o f those aspects.
Thus, to raise the awareness of both tutors and students, first and foremost, it can be
argued that the staff with management responsibility at the university, faculty,
department, and programme levels need to inform and remind other academic staff of
the changes in the composition of student population and to draw their attention to the
potentially necessary measures to be taken due to those changes. Considering the heavy
work load on the part of the members of staff, regular communications between the staff
(e.g. meetings, memos, emails etc.) should be used as often as possible to remind each

Chapter Nine: Conclusions

-329-

other of the differences between the UK and Chinese education systems. Only after the
members o f staff are adequately aware of those differences, could they possibly raise
the Chinese students’ awareness in this respect, by reminding them, repeatedly
throughout the whole course of their masters’ programmes and especially at certain
strategic points such as when the students are about to start working on their
assignments, when they are about to submit their assignments, o f the possible different
academic conventions in the UK university setting compared to those in the students’
home universities. Given the pressure on the part o f Chinese students o f adjusting to the
UK education system from a Chinese education background within a relatively short
period o f time and of attempting to cope with the relatively tight one-year masters’
programmes satisfactorily, they may not manage to always bear in mind those
differences. Therefore, frequent and repeated reminders from the members o f staff seem
especially important and necessary.
Awareness raising can be seen as the first crucial step towards a harmonious and
constructive tutor-student relationship, which may in turn make the Chinese students’
experiences o f doing their masters’ studies more beneficial and rewarding. However, in
addition, providing the kind of support and help that is most needed and in the most
appropriate form is also crucial to improving the experience o f doing masters’ studies of
students such as the subjects of this study in universities such as Lancaster, and it is to
this issue I turn next.

9.4.3.2 An Appropriate Level of Support
The reason for arguing that awareness-raising concerning the possible differences
between the UK and Chinese education systems is unlikely, on its own, to guarantee to
solve the problems which have been identified is evident in the following part of the
data from an interview with the LM module lecturer:
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If you think they are, most o f them, they are educated in a different way, in a different
tradition. And then they come here for a year, and they are asked to respect canons and
criteria that they don’t really know about, they haven’t been trained into. That’s kind o f
crazy, as if I come to China and you would ask me to be there and respect all the way. You
would ask me to, invite me for a meal. I’ve got there and I would have made a mess o f it
because probably the way the formal meal in China works, might have the rituals, canons,
procedures, etc. that are very difficult to understand. You can lay them out like I do,
explaining you should do it this way, the other way, the other way. You try to explain to
people how and what they are supposed to do. And you also write it down so that they can
go home and look at it for themselves. But you are not going to leam how to behave
properly at a formal dinner in China just because you tell me how to do that. You have to tell
me quite a lot o f times. I think that’s kind o f metaphor to explain to you what I think about
all these Chinese students, but not only Chinese, also from other countries, (when they) try to
do an essay within the English academic system (transst4/2:2, my interpolation).

There were many examples in the discussions o f the ‘subject’-‘community’,
‘subject’-‘rule’, and ‘subject’-‘division of labour’ relationships in the four subjects’
experiences in doing their assignments to confirm the above point, as the relevant
sections in Chapters 6-8 have indicated. For instance, assignment referencing
conventions were introduced in the Lancaster University ‘study skills’ summer
programme, in the ‘Study Skills Core Module’ in the MA in Education programme, and
in the academic support course in the MSc. in Management programme; yet E l, E2, M2,
and M3 all made referencing mistakes in their assignments. Another example was the
critical review tasks in the MA in Education programme. As was discussed in Chapter 7,
E l and E2’s first critical review task—the one they did before the assignment reviewed
in detail in Chapter 7—yielded quite unsatisfactory results, and they believed that this
was mostly because they were not instructed in how to write proper critical reviews.
After all the students received their feedback, the convener o f the module o f the first
critical review task spent an hour of one of his teaching sessions on the right way of
writing critical reviews, illustrating with good and bad examples from the students’ own
work. However, neither El nor E2 was satisfied with the information given in that
session, and found Task A in the TLA module assignment—which was also a critical
review— still difficult to deal with, despite the fact that they had been given a lecture
session on writing critical reviews. El and E2 thought that was because the instructions
given by the convener mentioned above were abstract and general, and therefore,
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difficult to follow while they were writing (see 7.3.2.3.1).
Therefore, judging by the examples mentioned above, it seems necessary not only
to offer academic support to Chinese students as needed, but also to provide the type of
support that can effectively serve their needs. Attempts have been made and are planned
to be made in this respect as shown in the data of this study. For instance, the convener
o f the IER module in the MA in Education programme provided exactly the kind of
support that helped the Chinese students substantially during the course o f doing their
first assignment for the IER module: such support included samples o f past students’
work for similar tasks, detailed extra assignment guidelines in answer to students’
questions about the writing requirements, and prompt and constructive replies to
individual students’ questions via email. Another example was one o f the lecturers for
the EM module in the MSc. in Management programme, who was thinking actively of
the proper ways of helping students when he found they were not using the right type of
literature in their assignment, as can be illustrated by the following part o f the data from
an interview with this lecturer:
There’s a lot o f Internet (sources). I suppose in the future, what I might do is change the
question slightly so there’s more academic literature. I think one thing I could improve upon
this is to point to them in the direction o f more books and more articles and journals. ... I’ll
probably give the questions so that they do look at more economics articles rather than
business articles (transst5/2:4, my interpolation).

The examples of the two lecturers discussed above are good illustrations o f offering
support and help at the appropriate level of specificity and concreteness to be able to
serve the subjects’ needs. However, such provision appears currently to take the form of
individual initiative, rather than being the result of a more co-ordinated programme or
department or institution wide commitment to addressing the problem. It would
obviously be better if the latter were more often the case.

9.4.3.3 Programme Design
Discussions in Chapters 6 to 8 indicated that the difficulties and problems that the
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subjects experienced while reading for writing their assignments were not only due to
the conflicts between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’ (members o f staff in particular), but
also partly rooted in the design of the masters’ programmes, and hence may be difficult
to avoid re-occurring while the current structures remain unchanged. The different
design o f the two masters’ programmes seem to have made the students’ experiences of
the two programmes different, not always productively.

9.4.3.3.1 A t the Intra-programme Level
First of all, there seems to have been a problem in programme design at the
intra-programme level, which affected the subjects’ experiences in a negative way. As
was discussed in 8.2.2.4 above, one difference between the two programmes studied
was that the MSc. in Management appeared to be more intensive than the MA in
Education. To take the first term as an example, in the MA in Education programme El
and E2 had two compulsory courses and one support course with only one piece o f work
due during the first term, whereas in the first term o f the MSc. in Management
programme, M l and M2 had four compulsory courses and one elective course, with
more than one piece of course work for most courses plus various optional support
courses. As a result, M l and M2 had a great deal o f coursework to do and they could not
spend much time on each one of them. Consequently, they did not do well at some
stages o f the whole process of reading for writing, which inevitably affected the results
o f some o f their assignments. El and E2 were able to manage their time while doing the
assignment for the IER module because they only needed to turn in one piece o f written
work before the end of the first term and another piece at the beginning o f the second
tenn. However, in the second term, El experienced much difficulty in time
management not only because of her personal characteristics, but also because there
were more courses in the second term (four assessed modules) than the first term (two
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assessed modules), with more coursework (three pieces o f written work and one oral
presentation) due over the second term. Among the coursework, two pieces were for the
TLA module conducted in the first term. Although some students in the programme
coped adequately concerning time management, there were those who, like E l, found
these overall scheduling arrangements difficult to cope with (4 out o f 16 students got
extension, see transa4:16). It can therefore be argued that it would be better if deadlines
were arranged so that the students were able to divide up their time more equally, rather
than ask for two pieces of work over the first term and Christmas holidays and ten
pieces over the second term and Easter holidays. As for the MSc. in Management
students, all their tutors that I interviewed knew that the students were short o f time.
However, none of them seemed happy if the students spent less time on the module that
s/he taught. This would therefore appear to call for greater discussion and deliberation
by the programme team under the leadership o f the programme coordinator in order to
attempt to arrive at a consensus regarding a more equitable student workload.
In addition to the programme schedule arrangement, the subject contents that were
taught in the programmes may also be presented slightly differently so that students
such as the subjects may find the relevance more easily and be better motivated to read
about them. For example, El complained about the TLA module for its lack of
relevance to her teaching situation in China, thus she was uncommitted in doing
pre-reading tasks, in listening to the lectures and in participating the discussions in class.
The convener o f the TLA module, however, thought that the contents taught in this
module were relevant to all teaching situations and that the students needed to discover
the relevance of those contents to their own situations (see section 5.5.2 above for
details). Another example is the LM module which both M l and M2 found difficult to
learn partly because they could not imagine how to put the theory into practice in their
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daily life and work in the future, especially for M2, who had no working experiences in
the business world before she came to the UK. The convener o f the LM module
explained in an interview with me (transst4/2:11) how the topics covered in this module
were related to the students’ future work and the importance o f understanding the issues
discussed in the module for their future career. In the two cases mentioned above, the
problem seems to be that the students, such as E l, E2, M l and M2, did not see the
conveners’ intended objectives of the modules. Therefore, it can be argued that the
academic staff need to be more explicit about the intended course objectives, and
demonstrate more clearly to the students ways in which they may establish the
connection between the course contents and their contexts o f work in the future. In this
way, the students may more easily realize the relevance o f the courses to their own
situations and be more motivated to reading for those courses.

9.4.3.3.2 A t the Inter-programme Level
Apart from the possibility of improvement in individual programme design as
discussed above, it can be argued that, at the inter-programme level too, the data
indicate that there is also a need for a more co-ordinated form o f development. The data
have shown that some of the regulations that applied to the two programmes differed
somewhat unhelpfully. For instance, plagiarism seemed to be more seriously prohibited
in the MSc. in Management programme, as the students got several emails to remind
them of this issue, and a written warning can also be found in the LM module
assignment details (appendix 17). Students were asked to submit electronic versions of
all coursework so that any suspected cases of plagiarism could be checked by computer
software. M2 also constantly mentioned her concern and fear o f plagiarizing while she
was doing various assignments. However, it does not seem to have been a concern for
El and E2 as they seldom mentioned it during the interviews that were conducted with
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them at different points throughout the first two terms o f their programme. All o f the
students in the MA in Education programme that I interviewed mentioned that they put
direct quotations into their writings in the form o f indirect citations, i.e. used a form of
referencing which could be regarded as plagiarism.
Another difference in the enforcement of regulations that was identified in the data
was concerning the extension of deadlines. The students in the MA in Education
programme seemed to be able to get generous extensions without necessarily justifiable
reasons on more than one occasion (personal communication with E l, March 2005),
whereas I seldom heard of any students in the MSc. in Management programme asking
for extensions. Instead, they usually worked around the clock to meet different
deadlines. Also, in the MSc. LM module assessment details, it was stated that ‘No
extension will be granted unless medical certification is provided and the rules from
your programme handbook are followed’ (emphasis in original, appendix 17). On the
one hand, granting an extension eased the pressure on the students who could not
manage to turn in their work on time (such as E l, due to her late start, lack o f reference
resources and emotional breakdown); but on the other hand, it seems to have been
unfair to those who do submit on time (such as M l, who struggled very much and did
manage to meet the deadline but only got a 50 for that assignment, and who given more
time may very likely get a better result).
In short, at the intra-programme level, it can be argued that more effort needs to be
made to make sure that the workload and the timetable is manageable, especially taking
into consideration the overseas students’ disadvantage in this respect; and that the
subject content is made explicitly relevant to all students. Similarly, at the faculty and
university level, more co-ordinated effort might be made, it can be argued, to make sure
that clear and consistent inter-programme policies have been articulated and
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implemented so as to achieve better clarity for the students concerning the expectations.
Having discussed the pedagogical implications that can be drawn from the study, I
now turn to a consideration of its limitations and the possibilities for future research.

9.5 Lim itations o f the Study and Directions for Further Research
This study has presented a picture of Chinese postgraduate students’ academic
reading practices by examining four cases in two masters’ programmes in Lancaster
University, and exploring the effects of their past literacy and education experiences
and their current contexts on their academic reading experiences. The scope o f the
research has been limited by the time available on the one hand, and a desire to provide
sufficient in-depth detail on the other. Thus, to add to the richness o f the picture
presented by the current study, the same kind o f research could be done with respect to
students studying on other subject areas, with respect to larger numbers o f students,
with students who may have some different background characteristics (e.g. different
undergraduate specialisms), students in other UK higher education institutions, and
students from countries other than China, in order to see the extent to which and the
ways in which such students’ educational backgrounds and literacy histories may have
effect on their current literacy experiences. Another possible way to expand the current
study would be to investigate Chinese students doing undergraduate studies in UK
higher education institutions such as Lancaster University. On the one hand, a more
comprehensive picture of the Chinese students’ UK academic reading practices would
be revealed. On the other, an insight could be gained into the difference made to
postgraduate students’ literacy practices by virtue of their having undergone English
language education in particular and higher education in general in China beforehand.
Still another way of expanding the research, as discussed in 3.3.3 above, is to
investigate Chinese postgraduate students’ academic reading practices in Chinese
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universities in order to see how different and similar Chinese students’ reading practices
are under two different postgraduate education systems, thus finding out to what extent
the students’ academic reading practices are affected by the discontinuity between the
undergraduate and postgraduate education systems.
Also, the combined NLS and AT framework established and effectively applied in
this study can and should be applied further in literacy studies in various contexts within
or without the area of education, and applied to a variety o f groups o f subjects with
different mother tongues, educational backgrounds, because o f the richer picture o f the
matter o f both LI and L2 (depending on the focus o f the study) academic reading
practices that might be yielded, as shown in this thesis. The tendency is still, especially
within L2-based studies of literacy practices, to look at the matter from a narrower,
more technical viewpoint. The theoretical framework used in this study, if taken up and
used more widely, might provide a viable means o f encouraging growth in alternative,
broader and less reductionist perspective.

9.6 Final Rem arks
Through a study of Chinese postgraduate students’ academic literacy practices in
the UK higher education system, this thesis has attempted to explore the potential o f a
theoretical framework that views reading and writing not only in terms o f individual
cognitive processing, but also as social activities involving interacting aspects in one’s
past experiences and current contexts. In doing so, it has argued for the compatibility of
the NLS and AT schools of thought, and thus the strengths o f combining the NLS and
AT conceptual frameworks in literacy studies research. The process o f data analysis in
this thesis has illustrated one possible way of applying a combined framework o f this
kind in a specific study.
This thesis has offered a close-up look at the details o f Chinese postgraduate
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students’ academic literacy practices and the interacting factors that shaped such
literacy practices, thus helping to further the understanding o f Chinese students’ literacy
experiences during their studies in a UK higher education institution such as Lancaster
University Accordingly, suggestions regarding the design o f masters’ programmes and
the subject area teaching have been put forward in order to make the Chinese students’
experiences o f doing masters’ studies in the UK higher education context more
rewarding and beneficial. Pedagogical implications for ELT and EAP programmes in
both China and UK have also been pointed out with a view to helping Chinese students
better and more quickly adjust to the new educational contexts, and thus benefit more
from their studies overseas. Finally, directions for possible future studies have been
suggested so as to yield a more comprehensive picture o f the Chinese postgraduate
students’ academic literacy experiences in universities in English speaking countries,
and to further add to the development of the theoretical framework used in this study.
It is hoped that this thesis as a whole will therefore prove o f value to the teachers and
researchers to whom it is o f potential relevance.
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Appendix 1: Questions for the first interviews with students
I.
•
•
•
•
•
•

II.
•
•
•
•

III.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

IV.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Family background
Where are you from?
What do your parents do?
Are there any other members in your family?
Where did you grow up?
Where did you go to school?
From which university did you graduate?

Reading before schooling
Do you remember when you start reading?
What, why and how did you read at that time?
What help did you get when you read?
If you didn’t read anything before you went to school, what do you think was
the reason?

Learning to read and write in LI at school and LI reading outside school
When did you start schooling?
What did you usually do in Chinese class at school?
How did you learn the texts in class?
Did you experience any difficulty in reading textbooks?
Did you read anything except Chinese textbooks after class?
If yes, what, why, and how did you read?
Did you have any difficulties in doing so?
Do you think there is any connection between reading in class and outside
school? Why do you think there was such connection or there was not such
connection?
Did you experience any change in your reading practice compared with before
going to school? Why did you or why didn’t you change?
When did you start learning to write?
What was the writing class like?
What did you usually write about?

Learning to read and write in L2 at school and L2 reading outside school
When did you start learning English?
What was the English class like at school?
Did you read anything in English except textbooks?
If yes, what, why and how did you read?
What difficulties did you have in reading English if there was any?
Do you think there was any connection between reading in class and outside
school?
Why do you think there was or was not such connection?
When did you start learning to write in English?
What was the writing class like?
What did you usually write about?
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Academic and non-academic reading in both LI and L2 at university
What were English classes like at university?
Did you read anything in English at that time?
What, why and how did you read?
Did you have any difficulties in reading in English?
Did you read anything academic in Chinese except textbooks?
If yes, what, why and how did you read?
Did you read anything non-academic in Chinese?
If yes, what, why and how did you read?
Did you see any influence of your reading habits in Chinese on your reading in
English?
• If yes, what was it? If no, why do you think there wasno influence?
• Did you have English writing class?
• If yes, what was it like?
• What did you usually write in English?
(Questions in sections I-V were intended to answer RQ1— What were the main
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

reading practices o f the subjects before they came to the UK? and RQ2— What
aspects in the context (in terms o f the activity system model) have played what role
in the shaping o f the subjects ’reading practices prior to their arrival in the UK?)
VI.
•
•
•
•
•

VII.
•
•
•
•
•

VIII.
•
•
•
•

Reading in LI and L2 in the UK
What do you usually read (academic and non-academic) every day (e.g. in the
past 24 hours)?
Why, where, and how do you read them?
What do you usually do after reading something (e.g. whether there may be
any following actions: both thinking and doing)?
Do you think there is any change in what you read every day in the UK
compared to that in China?
If yes, what is the change and why?

General infonnation about the courses
What courses are you taking in the first term?
Which are compulsory and which are elective?
How are they conducted?
How are you going to be assessed?
What are the reading requirements for the courses you are taking in the first
term?

Questions about the details of one piece o f reading
Could you show me something you have read recently for a particular course?
How typical is this piece of reading in relation to what you have to read?
Why did you choose to read this particular one?
Where and how did you get hold of it (e.g. library, websites, handouts, etc.)?
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•
•

Where did you read it?
How did you read it (e.g. whether read on your own or with others as a group,
how to take notes, how to mark the text, what language to use for taking notes
or marking, how to use the notes, etc.)?
• How long did it take for you to finish?
• What did you do with it after reading it?
• What is difficult in it and why is it difficult, if there is anything difficult?
• What is easy in it, and why is it easy?
• What do you remember/leam from the text?
(Questions in sections VI-VIII were intended to answer RQ3— What are the main
kinds o f academic reading practices which the students experience in a UK
university setting? and RQ4— What are the features o f the activity system o f a
master s programme in a UK university in comparison with and in contrast to the
activity system that the subjects used to belong to in China?)
Is there anything else you would like to add to what have been said? Is there any
question you would like to ask me?
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Appendix 2: Questions for the second interviews with
students
I.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

II.
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

General questions about the assignment and reading
What is the topic of your assignment?
How and why do you choose your topic?
What do you need to read for this assignment?
How do you decide what you should read?
Where can you find what you need to read?
How much have you finished reading so far?
Where do you usually read for your assignment?
How do you usually read for the purpose o f writing assignment?

Questions about the details of one piece o f reading
Could you show me one piece of reading you have done recently for writing
this assignment?
How typical is this piece of reading in what you have to read?
Why did you choose to read this particular one?
Where and how did you get hold of it (e.g. library, websites, handouts, etc.)?
Where did you read it?
How did you read it (e.g. whether read on your own or with others as a group,
how to take notes, how to mark the text, what language to use for taking notes
or marking, how to use the notes, etc.)?
How long did it take for you to finish?
What did you do with it after reading it?
How are you going to use it in your assignment?
What is difficult in it and why is it difficult, if there is anything difficult?
What is easy in it, and why is it easy?
What do you remember/leam from the text?

(These questions were intended to answer RQ5— What literacy experiences did the
subjects actually have while reading fo r writing assignments within the context o f their
current activity systems? and RQ6-- What factors appear to have led to the subjects
having such experiences?).
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Appendix 3: Questions for the third interviews with students
• Have you read the marking criteria carefully before you started writing?
• What do you think is the strength o f your essay before you got the tutor’s
feedback?
•

What do you think is the weakness o f your essay before you got the tutor’s
feedback?

• How did you estimate your mark (if you ever did so)?
• Are you satisfied with your mark, and why?

Go through the tutor’s comments with the interviewee:
•

What do you agree with concerning the tutor’s overall comments, why?

•

What do you disagree with concerning the tutor’s overall comments, why?

•

What do you agree with concerning the tutor’s textual/more detailed comments,
why?

•

What do you disagree with concerning the tutor’s textual comments, why?

•

In what ways are the tutor’s comments useful for your future essays?

•

What are you going to do while writing your next essay, especially in relation to
reading?

(These questions were also intended to answer RQ5 and RQ6).
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Appendix 4: Questions for the first interviews with subject
tutors
•

What course(s) do you teach?

•

How do you teach the course?

•

What are the reading requirements for the course (e.g. reading list/course
book/handouts) and in what language?

•

How could the students get hold o f the reading materials?

•

Do you usually check whether the students read as you require; and if so, how
do you do that?

•

Do you think your students need any support in their academic reading; what
support do they need and why?

•

What support can you offer to your students?

•

How do you assess your students?

•

Why do you choose such a form of assessment?

•

Do you specify what kind of reading the students need to do for the assessment?
(If yes, in what way?

How do you judge whether the students meet your

requirement?)
•

If you teach both undergraduate and postgraduate, what is the difference
between them concerning the reading requirements?

(These questions were also intended to answer RQ3, RQ4, RQ5 and RQ6).
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Appendix 5: Questions for the second interviews with subject
tutors
(After marking the students’ writings)
•

What is the topic(s) that you teach in this course?

•

Are the students’ works related to your topic?

•

How many pieces of writing have you marked?

•

What is good about those writings?

•

What needs to be improved in those writings?

•

How well have the students done the reading for their writing?

•

What do you think about the ways in which students used references in general?

•

Repeating the above four questions for the particular student in question.

•

Did the reading that the students have done match your expectation?

•

What needs to be improved in their reading and/or the ways in which they use
the readings in the future?

(These questions were also intended to answer RQ5 and RQ6).
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Appendix 6: Questions for the interviews with tutors of
academic support course
•

What is the idea of running this course?

•

Who is attending it?

•

Who is teaching it?

•

How long does this course last?

•

What is covered in it?

•

Why do you decide to cover those topics?

•

How is it delivered?

•

How well do you think this course helps students?

•

Have students ever given feedback on this course?

•

What kind of feedback have you got?

•

What topics are you going to cover in the future (if the course will still be run)?

•

Anything else that you think you should have done but did not do, and will do in
the future?

(These questions were also intended to answer RQ3, RQ4, RQ5 and RQ6).
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Appendix 7: IER module outline

lendix 7: IER module outline^

MA MODULE 801: INTRODUCTION TO
EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH AND
EVALUATION
OVERVIEW
This is a core course within the M A programmes offered by the Department o f
Educational Research. It is also open to other social science and humanities students.
Although it w ill be useful for intending and practising teachers, it is not a professional
training course.
The module is designed to satisfy in part the requirements o f the ESRC Postgraduate
T ra in in g Guidelines for Educational Research. In particular this module seeks to
provide students with the opportunity to engage with the practice and the principles o f
educational research, while introducing m ethodological debates w ithin social research
more generally.

AIM
This module is the department’s introduction to educational research and evaluation.
The course is designed to combine engagement with social science methodologies,
especially those drawn from sociology and psychology, with an insight into the nature
o f contemporary educational and learning issues.
This module has the dual aim o f familiarising students with (a) the available methods
o f research design, data collection and analysis, and (b) the philosophical
underpinnings o f research in education.
It aims to provide
■

post graduate training within a research culture that reflects the strengths o f
the department with a research record o f international standing.

■

An opportunity for students to experience a high quality education in the
theory and method o f educational research and evaluation.

OUTCOMES
On successful com pletion o f this module, students w ill have the necessary knowledge,
understanding and skills to

1. position educational research and evaluation in a. theoretical and
organisational context
2. understand the relationship between professional problem solving and the
critical analysis o f research and evaluation processes.
3. identify and critically assess a range o f social research d esign, m ethod and
analysis
4-. identify a research problem and design an appropriate research m ethodology
5. consider and discuss the philosophical assumptions underlying different
methods o f empirical enquiry
6. recognize and respond appropriately to ethical issues raised by a research
context
7. critically assess the validity, reliability and generalizability o f a given research
study
8. demonstrate practical competence in generating and/or manipulating research
data

The follow ing table links these outcomes to the assignments required.
Task
ALL STUDENTS:
Coursework 1: Research proposal
Coursework 2: Practical Data
Collection or Analysis Exercise
ESRC FUNDED STUDENTS ONLY:
Coursework 3: Comparative R eview

01

02

03

04

05

06

I07

V

V

V

V
V

V

V
V

V

V

V

V

V

V

1v

V

OUTLINE SYLLABUS
The module w ill be taught over ten, two hour sessions. The overall course convenor is
Mary Hamilton who w ill start the course o ff by teaching the first two sessions.
Subsequent sessions are taught by other members o f the course team as listed on the
front o f this handbook. A ll sessions include a break for tea/coffee in the middle.
Sessions 1 &2 introduce the course and offer a critical assessm ent o f w ays o f eliciting
data and evidence in research and evaluation activities. General themes and key
questions w ill be introduced which contrast the authority o f different types o f data by
exploring concepts o f validity, reliability, representation, generalisability and ethics.
Sessions 3-8 and 10 deal with particular research methods that you m ay encounter in
the educational research literature and wish to use in your own work. Session 9 is a
practical session in which you w ill be asked to compare two research papers.
The themes introduced at the beginning o f the course w ill be picked up throughout in
relation to each specific method and issues to do with analysis o f the different kinds
o f data generated by these methods will also be discussed. The module also includes
guidance on the assignments. In sessions 8 & 10 you w ill be introduced to statistics
and quantitative data analysis. A separate course is available for those wishing to
gain further experience o f quantitative analysis using SPSS. This can either be
pursued as a self-study option, or through the Centre for A pplied Statistics at
Lancaster. Details are available from the module convenor.

08

V
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TEACHING STYLES AND LEARNER
ACTIVITIES
The teaching style w ill depend on the topic; however, the m odule w ill em ploy the
following range o f teacher actions
■

Providing introductory, synthesising accounts o f key issues in lecturing format

■

The provision o f case histories, examples and approaches

■

The orchestration o f debates and discussions around stim ulus material

■

The formation o f learner groups to address tasks or the critical assessm ent o f
cases and examples

■

The facilitation o f feedback or plenary activity to synthesise general learning
points

Learner activities w ill include
■ N ote taking from short introductory lectures
■

Notes on papers and stimulus material ready for session s

*

Individual and group preparation o f presentations

■

Whole and small group discussions

■

Individual research and reading

■

Small-scale practical data collection and analysis activities
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A p p en d ix 8: IE R m odu le assessm en t details

ASSESSMENT
Assessment w ill involve two nieces o f course work:
(1) a research proposal which makes explicit reference to the rationale for the
method chosen (2,000 words) and
(2) a practical exercise using a particular chosen m ethodology which differs
from those w hich the student will undertake elsewhere in the programme
(2,000 words).
A further assignment is required from ESRC-funded students only:
(3) a comparative review o f two research reports or journal articles which
makes explicit reference to methodological and theoretical issues (2,000
words).
Sample assignments from previous years w ill be available for you to look a t in' th e
beginning sessions o f the course.
A ssignm ent 1: (All students) A short research proposal containing the follow ing
elements [2000 words]
A statement o f a clearly focused research question
Theoretical framework
Indicative literature
Method o f data collection and rationale for choice o f method
A statement o f uses o f the research

A ssignm ent 2: (All students) A piece o f small-scale data collection based on one o f
the methods you have been introduced to on this course [2000 words]. Y ou w ill be
able to select from the following:
Questionnaire
Observation
Interviewing

tffSSf
You will be given further instructions on this assignment d uring the course.
A ssignm ent 3: (ESR C -funded students only) A comparative examination o f two
research reports/journal articles to include the follow ing elem ents [2000 words]
A brief description o f the research aims and main findings
A description o f the method o f data collection
A comparative analysis o f the strengths and weaknesses o f the m ethod in each report
This assignment will be described in detail in Session 9 o f the course.

The specifications for the coursework assignments and details o f the criteria w e use in
marking them are given in the M A Handbook you received at the beginning o f the
course.
Your work must be in good English and we prefer plain, direct writing. You may
write in the first person if this feels appropriate to you. I f you hand in a piece o f work
in poor English w e w ill w e w ill concentrate on whether what you say is easily
understood. If so, w e w ill mark it but return it to you for revision.
Please respect the length limits for each assignment. If a p iece is too long it is likely to
be returned and you w ill be required to shorten it to the right length before it is
marked.
You should use com mon academic conventions for references as explained in detail in
the M A Handbook. You may wish to visit
http://www.boumemouth.ac.uk/library2/html/harvard svstem.html
to refresh your m emory about the correct use o f the Harvard referencing system. If
you b a n d in a piece o f work with incomplete references, w e w ill mark it but return it
to you for revision. You w ill not receive the mark or the com ment sheet until you
have revised the references.
We ensure that our marking is consistent by having second markers review the first
markers' work and adjusting marks, when appropriate, in the light o f this second
opinion. Details o f the procedures for marking, and our marking criteria for
assignments are given in the M A Handbook.
If you think that the comments on your essay suggest that w e have misunderstood
your essay, or need to be corrected, then get in touch to sort it out. We lay no claim to
infallibility.

LATE SUBMISSION OF WORK*
Departmental p olicy applies. See the M A Handbook.

What you should expect of tutors
W e w ill be punctual, prepared and knowledgeable about the topic in general.
We w ill respond promptly to em ail enquiries and requests for meetings.
If you run into difficulties, w e w ill explore with you w ays o f stopping them from
jeopardising your performance on this course.
When work is submitted on time, it w ill be ready for you to collect from the M A
Secretary within four w eeks. Work that com es in early or late w ill be marked as soon
as w e have tim e available to do i t
All assignments w ill be returned with comments that indicate ways o f improving
future pieces o f work.

What we expect of you
We expect you to take responsibility for working hard enough to achieve the grades
you hope to get for this course. On that assumption, although w e w ill monitor your
attendance, preparation and performance, w e w ill not normally harass or chivvy you.
We expect you to take responsibility for the consequences o f absence, poor workload
p lanning, inadequate preparation or insufficient application.
You must attend at least 80% o f the sessions on the course and you should prepare for
them appropriately, as indicated in advance by tutors.
You should talk to the course convenor i f you hit difficulties and ask for advice. We
also value feedback from you about the course and suggestions for improving it

Special circumstances.
Some o f you w ill, unhappily, run into problems that impede your work. If you need an
extension for a course assignm ent you should contact the M A Secretary, Lauren
Proctor, not the module tutor. H owever, i f you w ish the Board o f Examiners to talf<»
account o f your case, you must inform the M A tutor, Paul Ashwin and ensure that w e
have all necessary documentation before the Board meets.
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Module 801 Introduction to Educational Research and
Evaluation jJffV. , I It / i W ,
Assignment 1: Due in on Monday November 21st.
Y ou are asked to write a short research proposal (2,000 words) containing the
follow ing elem ents (explained in more detail below):
i-L i'S

_

A statement o f a research problem
T heoretical a i m s
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M eth o d o f data collection
A statem ent o f use a n d dissem ination
This assignment gives you the opportunity to draw on what you h ave learned from the
module about research m ethodology and to put it to use in a practical w ay by
designing a piece o f research that you m ight carry out later. W hen y o u start thinking
about doing a sm all-scale research study or planning your M A dissertation you w ill
need to write a proposal that has the sam e format as this assignm ent. Y ou are free to
choose any topic for the assignment proposal. H ow ever, if you already have an idea o f
a topic you would like to pursue later in the M A course, then it is a good idea to use
this assignment as an opportunity to think about how to translate it into a practical
research study.

Elements of a Research Proposal
2. A statement o f the research problem
This is an introduction that explains what the research goin g to be about and w hy it is
worth doing it. It is often useful to phrase “the problem ” as a question that you want
to answer, or a puzzle that needs to be solved (perhaps arising from y o m jgrofessional
practice in education). This bit is deceptively difficult: identifying ^ r e se a r c h a b le ”')
question is half the battle in doing high quality educational researcnand evaluation, so
don’t get put o ff if you find yourself spending longer than you expected on getting it
right.

2. Theoretical aims
This w ill com e from your reading in the topic area (e.g. w hy are boys underperforming in literacy?) and should briefly outline the framework you are using to
understand the topic (e.g. psychological theories about m otivation; sociological
debates about cultural practices o f literacy; fem inist perspectives o n education). You
should, therefore, refer to one or tw n > p v r i d in g s thntjsignal the framework you are ,
starting frpi

3. Indicative literature
This elem ent develops on from the previous one and is often com bined with it. Here
you will hneflvfrevlew) and Evaluate)any e x isting studies Jhat touchj m the . to p ic o f
' your researcn
piupu&cu. ii you are aware of debates and controversies between
research propose
'dlSerenTap'proaches rC'the topic, then you should m en tion them here. I f there i
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debates about which m ethodologies are appropriate for exploring this topic, then
mention these too.
4. R esea rch q u estio n s
This should be a list o f up to 5 questions that elaborate on your m ain research
problem. They should be questions that you w ill aim to answer from the evidence you
gather in your research study. They should therefore link with vour o vera ll aim and
with the data collection that voir plan to carry nut. Keep checking betw een sections in
your proposal asking yourself: w ill the data I plan to collect actually give m e the
evidence I need to answer this question? (e.g. if one o f your research questions is
‘what kinds o f texts do boys read?’ then you need to choose a m ethod o f data
collection that will enable you to find this out (observation, or perhaps self-report in
interviews or questionnaires).
5. R esearch R e sig n )
This is a short description o f what you plan to do which gives details o f the context
and sample (e.g. two contrasting schools,"two classes in each); tim escale: h ow vou
w ill gain access to research participants: ethical issues and issues to do with validity,
reliability and generalisability. The aim o f this section is to enable the reader to
visualise what you w ill actually do and how, and how vou w ill deal with any obvious
practical and ethical problems that might arise. ^
6. M e th o d o f data collection
This gives additional details about the actual method(s) you plan to use. B e a ssp ecific
as you can (for exam ple, include numbers o f interviews or questionnaires that you
pian to carry out). Include a short sratement o f whv you think the data collection
methods you have chosen are suitable and why you have rejected others.
7. A sta te m e n t o f u se a n d d issem in a tio n_
What w ill you do with your findings once you have them? W ho w ill get to find out
about your research and how w ill you communicate with them (through writing or
oral presentation? Make a video?). What practical impact do you expect your research
to have?
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Appendix 9; Feedback on E l ’s IER assignment

[l5t Marked
Department of Educational Research
MA in Education Coursework Feedback Sheet
STUDENTS NAME

MODULE

1*‘ M arker

S u b m itted

A g reed Mark

801

29/11/04

D ate m ark ed
67%
□ this mark is subject to confirmation at the MA Board of Studies
Q retain your coursework until your mark is confirmed by the Postgraduate Registry

Comments to help your work for the future.
Overall this is a an accomplished assignment. The proposal begins with a useful
review o f the literature on stress for both home and international students and argues
that this area has not been the subject o f a specifically focused inquiry before. The
design and scope o f the research is about right and I would classify the work as a
scoping study in which the key variables might be refined and developed. It would
also stand in its own right. I would like to know the extent to which the original
instrument had been adapted by Liu for the purposes o f this work.

Comments on this piece of work:
1. Need to include a contextualising discussion here before m oving into specifics. E .g
in what context does this hold?
2. This is a good discussion o f the focus for the study
3. You may also need to be aware o f the types o f stress that seem to be experienced
by different groups not just levels.
4 . 1 am not sure this is quite as straight forward as you suggest i.e. stress is complex.
5. Subjectivity is more or less always present in research instruments i f you mean
‘bias’. In questionnaires it is present in the order o f questions, the choice o f questions,
the weighting o f variables etc.
Sa Make it clear that the instrument is in the appendix and the extent to which it has
been adapted.
6 . 1 would classify this as a scoping study
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A p p en d ix 10: F eed b ack on E 2 ’s IE R assign m en t

Departm ent of Educational Research
MA in Education Coursework Feedback Sheet
STUDENTS NAME

I

EDS 801
MODULE
15/11/04

1** M arker
A greed M ark
0
Q

S u b m itte d

j

%

3/12/04
D ate m ark ed

T h is m ark is s u b je c t to c o n firm atio n at th e MA B oard of S tu d ie s
R etain y o u r c o u rs e w o rk until y o u r m a rk is co n firm ed by th e P o s tg ra d u a te R eg istry

Comments to help your work for the future.
Your English is pretty good, and should improve further with practice.
While your referencing is generally good, there is the odd blooper, probably
caused by lack of familiarity: e.g. there is no such author as ‘Judith, B’ (p. 11).
With your questionnaire, take care not to let individual questions run over
more than one page.
I presume you are going to administer your questionnaire in Chinese. You
should,-therefore,jgiye_some consideration to issues connected with
■^translation and cross-cultural understanding^
There is no such date as February 30 th!

Comments on this piece of work:
A good piece of work. You've done a useful range of reading, and have hit on
professional identity as an appropriate organising concept.
You've devised a sensible strategy for sampling, building on your existing
range of contacts. I also liked the way you sought to draw your questions out
of the literature. I w asn’t so sure how closely some of them were linked to the
issues you wanted to research, but they should provide useful data related to
them.
I particularly liked your draft covering letters, which struck me as likely to
persuade folk to answer what is a moderately long questionnaire. Enclosing
an evaluation form as well might be going just a little too far though!
W hat evidence do you have for believing that questionnaires produce more
truthful and reliable answers than interviews (p. 7)?
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MA Programme

Understanding Learning, Teaching and
Assessment: Psychological Perspectives
Audience
This module is provided within the MA programmes offered by the Department of
Educational Research. I t is planned to be relevant to post-graduate students with a good
in te re st in education as well as useful for educational practitioners (teachers, lecturers).
I t is open to all post-graduate students in th e Department along with o th e r social science
and humanities students, especially those with an in terest in psychological perspectives
applied to education. Although it will be useful for intending and in-service teachers'
professional development, it is not a professional training course.

O verview
The module is designed to combine engagement with social science theories, especially
with those drawn from psychology, with an insight into teaching and learning in formal
settings such as the classroom and school and also in informal settings such as the home
and workplace.

O b je ctiv es
By th e end of the module, you will have:
1. acquired a working knowledge of ideas and evidence relevant to a range of issues
covered by the general and specif ic areas of the module
2. developed an analytical and critical understanding of a select number o f primary source
te x ts
3. demonstrated your capacity to express your knowledge and understanding in written
projects, including both assessed and non-assessed coursework
4. begun to construct a research-based understanding of teaching and learning allied to
common-sense and/or your professional expertise
5. acquired a working understanding of ways of applying your research-based
understanding to formal and/or informal settings in education

The two pieces o f coursework will engage you with most, but n o t necessarily all, o f th e se
objectives (your choice o f assignments allows you. to concentrate on som e objectives).
The teaching and. learning arrangements will together address all o f t h e objectives.
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Our approach t o tea ch in g and learning
Teaching and learning are organised around a mix of tutor presentations, seminar and
group-problem working, discussion and associated activities, individual and shared
readings. Work preparing for and then writing the assignment makes a substantial
contribution to your overall learning. Tutors expect to give individual advice on this part
of your work. As b efits postgraduates, it is up to you to identify th e tutor most able to
help with a particular problem, make arrangements to discuss it and then keep contact
going until you fe el that you are able to handle th e problem by yourself.
The taught sessions of this module aim to provide you with a framework to guide your
learning. However, a large part o f your learning will occur outside th e class when you
undertake your own reading and research. We have provided a list o f readings relating to
each topic covered on the module, but th ese lists cover only a fraction o f th e material
available in th ese areas. Please do not fe el constrained by th e se lists - it is recommended
that you read as broadly as possible. Below are some of th e databases that you should use
to find other materials relevant to th e course. More detailed information on all of th ese
facilities is available in th e library.
ERIC (Educational Resources Information Centre) - this database has a strong emphasis
on American educational documents, providing article reference and abstracts.
British Education In d e x - the major database in this su b ject area, indexing a wide
variety o f British education journals.
P sycIN F O - Comprehensive psychology database, good for child and educational
psychology.
A S S 1 A (Applied Social Sciences Index and A bstracts) - large sociology database, useful
for areas of relevance to education, including training, community education, careers, etc.
Provides article references with abstract.
In tern ation al ERIC - Database containing the British Education Index (see above) and
th e Australian Education Index.
I B S S (International Bibliography o f th e Social Sciences) - a .large social sciences
database, covering many areas potentially of relevance to educational researchers
Social S c ie n c e C itation In d ex . - indexes over 1700 social sc ien ce journals, with good,
coverageof education-topics.

For information- about haw to: access th ese databases, visit th e web site a t
http://libweb.lancs.acuk/S65.htnT
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T h e Module A t A Glance
Lead
Tutor(s)
Please check th e detailed weekly entries in the pages th a t follow for reading
that you should do in advance of each session and any instructions th a t you
should follow in your preparation. Readings will be available fo r collection from
the MA office.
7 /1 0 /0 4
1
Introduction to th e module
Understanding learning - theories and
assumptions
The socio-cultural context of teaching and
learning
14/10/04
Theories of e ffe c tiv e instruction 1
2
21/10/04
Theories of e ffe c tiv e instruction 2
3
2 8 /1 0 /0 4
Theory and practice - classroom interaction in
4
detail
4/1 1 /0 4
The social context - learning in groups and
5
friendship pairs
11/11/04
Training talk - improving learning in groups and
6
individuals - practice, policy and experimental
study
18/11/04
Assessing learning - theory and practice
7
25/11/04
Academic motivation 1
8
2 /1 2 /0 4
Academic motivation 2
9
9 /1 2 /0 4
Academic motivation 3
10
Week

Date

28th February 2005

Topic

Final coursework deadline
Assessment is by means of two closely linked pieces of
coursework. The first is a short critical commentary o f 1000
words which acts as a stage towards th e second, which is a
longer essay of approximately 3000 words. You can hand both
pieces in together by this final deadline or alternatively you
can hand the f irst piece in earlier and g e t feedback on this
piece before progressing to th e second. The fir s t assignment
is a review o f a ta r g e t paper which we have chosen because it
provides; a good, basis fo r the essay question t h a t then
comprises th e second.assessment. More details: on- page 12.
Please note th e word: limits f o r th e s e pieces!______________
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Assessment details
This module is assessed by two pieces of coursework. Coursework [A] is a review task
which has a word limit of 1,000 words and is worth 25% o f th e total mark for this module.
Coursework [B] is related to coursework [A], but is longer (3,000 words) and is worth 75%
of th e total mark for this module.
You should select ONE o f th e two questions below and answer both part [A] and part [B]
of that question. You are welcome to complete task [A] fir s t and gain feedback on your
work, followed by task [B], Alternatively, you are welcome to submit both tasks [A] and [B]
together by the module deadline (28th February 2004).

Q u estion 1
Task TA1 Review Task (25%)
Mercer, N. and Fisher, E. (1992) 'How do teachers help children to learn? An analysis of
teachers' interventions in computer-based activities'
An edited version of this article, which originally appeared in Learning and Instruction, vol.
2,1 9 9 2 can be found in D. Faulkner, K. Littleton, and M. Woodhead, (1998) (eds) Learning
Relationships in the Classroom. London: Routledge.
Critically evaluate Mercer and Fisher 's arguments for the advantages and limitations o f a
neo-Vygotskian approach to teaching and learning processes in th e classroom. How far do
you agree with their views? (Word length: 1,000)
Task FBI (75%)
*..to provide assistance in the ZPD, the assistor must be in close touch with th e learner's
relationship to the task. Sensitive and accurate assistance that challenges but does not
dismay the learner cannot be achieved in the absence of information" (Tharp and
Gallimore, 1991, p. 57)
W rite an essay of 3,000 words focusing on the questions: What are th e main barriers for
the teacher in acquiring the information about their learners th a t Tharp and Gallimore
identify as necessary for th e provision of 'sensitive and accurate assistance' through th e
ZPD? Can these be overcome?
In answering this question you are encouraged to draw on th e critical evaluation you
undertook fo r assignment 1. In this second assignmentyou a r e now. requiredto broaden
your range-of reading, exploring; what others have said about Vygotsky 's; contribution to
th e theory and practice o f ‘e ffe c tiv e instruction-' and. th e concept o f th e ZPD, and; issues,
in assessment.
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Reference: Tharp, R. and Gallimore, R. (1991) 'A theory o f teaching as assisted
performance' in: P. Light, 5. Sheldon and M. Woodhead (Eds) Learning to Think London:
Routledge.

Q u estio n 2
Task fA l Review Task (25% )
Hidi, S . and J. M. Harackiewicz (2000). "Motivating the academ ically unmotivated: A
critical issu e for the 21st century." R eview of Educational R esearch 70(2): 151-179.
W rite a review (1,000 words) o f Hidi and Harackiewicz's paper. The review should be a
summary o f the key points of the paper - what is the main argument and how convincing is
it?
Task TB1 (75% )
W rite a 3,000 word essay to answer th e question: how can research on motivation be used
by teach ers to inform their classroom practice?
Use your review o f the Hidi and Harackiewicz article as th e starting point for responding
to this question. However, you will need to broaden your range of reading in your response
and you will need to consider the ways in which the theories may be translated into
practice. There are too many theoretical approaches to motivation for it to be possible to
sensibly cover them all here, so you will also need to se lec t your theoretical point o f focus,
and to argue for your choice.

A sse ssm e n t Marking c riter ia
The litera tu re review/discussion criteria, printed in th e MA Handbook will be used unless
you agree with the tutor advising you on a piece o f work that others should be used. These
default criteria are printed here for your convenience.
P A SS
An outline o f th e problem will be given, which will be associated with an account o f the way
in which this problem has been conceptualised, investigated and discussed by other people
in th e existing literature.
A pass essay should consider som e o f th e positions.whicbyou.rejectand.explain why th ese
positions should b e rejected. Similarly, positions: which can b e supported, should b e
identified, or, in some: cases:, you. may wish to su ggest directions; fo rfu tu restu d y .
Frequently, practical a s well a s general implications will bediscussed:
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FAIL
These essays will incline to description at th e expense o f evaluation and criticism.
Sometimes this will be because a suitable title has not been agreed.
There will be some evaluation and criticism o f th e literature but it is likely to have
characteristics of th e sort described under th e "book/article review" heading in th e MA
Handbook.

DISTINCTION
This category of work is distinguished from pass standard work by th e presence of
features similar to those described under the "book/article review" heading.

Late submission of work.
Departmental policy applies. S ee th e MA Handbook.

Special circumstances.
Some o f you will, unhappily, run into problems that impede your work. Only you can decide
whether to tell us (in general terms, please) about them. However, if you wish th e Board
of Examiners to have them in mind, you must inform th e MA Director, Paul Ashwin, and
ensure that we have all necessary documentation before th e Board meets.
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L
D epartm ent o f E ducational Research
M A in Education - Feedback

June 1 4 ,2 0 0 5

C o u rse m em b er:
M o d u le:
F irst m arker:
S e c o n d m arker:

Y ou h a v e p ro d u ced a v e r y clear an d co n c ise a ccou n t o f the m a in con cern s o f the target
paper. G iv en th e len g th an d c o m p le x ity o f the target p ap er th is is, in itself, a fairly
co n sid era b le a ch iev em en t an d o n e for w h ic h y o u d e se r v e fu ll credit.
It is h o w e v e r o n ly in the final, brief p aragrap h that y o u b e g in to a n a ly se th e n atu re o f th e
p o ssib le con trib u tion o f this p ap er to ou r u n d ersta n d in g o f th e n a tu re o f cla ssro o m
m o tiv a tio n . E ven h ere y o u d o n o t really a d d ress the ex ten t to w h ic h th e au th ors h a v e
b een a b le to say a n y th in g su b stan tial a n d u se fu l a b ou t th e critical iss u e o f im p r o v in g the
m o tiv a tio n of p o o rly m o tiv a ted stu d en ts.
In the fu tu re therefore y o u n eed to atten d m o re to d e v e lo p in g a critical a n a ly sis o f th e
p ap er an d to d e v o te less o f the sp a ce a v a ila b le to y o u to d esc rip tiv e a ccou n ts o f the p ap er
(irresp ective of h o w g o o d these m a y be).

Comments on this piece of work:
1. it is n ot clear, to m e at least, w h a t y o u m ean b y "unilateral" in this con text.
2. Try to be clear as to w h ich a sp ec t of their a rg u m en t y o u are referrin g to h ere. If
their a rg u m en t is th at m ore s h o u ld b e g u n to d ra w to g eth er research in to in terest
a n d m o tiv a tio n a l g o a ls then the lack o f su ch research ca n n o t rea lly be sa id to m ak e
their arg u m en t less co n v in cin g .
O v era ll grade: 57

57 %
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D epartm ent o f Educational Research
M A in Education - Feedback

June 1 4 ,2 0 0 5

C o u rse m em b er:
M o d u le:

le n t 2

First m arker:
S e c o n d m arker:
1st M arker C o m m en ts
T h is co n tin u es in v e r y m u c h th e sa m e v e in as y o u r first a ssig n m e n t. T h e c h o ic e o f
rew ards sy stem s as a fo cu s for the essa y is a g o o d an d ap p ro p ria te o n e. T h e su m m a ries
that y o u h a v e p r o v id e d certain ly su cc eed in d r a w in g a tten tio n to s o m e o f th e p rin cip al
issu es.
A s w ith the first a ssig n m en t h o w e v e r , an d as in d ica ted in m y sp ec ific c o m m e n ts b e lo w ,
y o u h a v e n o t g iv e n su fficien t atten tion to th e th eoretical b a ck g ro u n d to th is w ork . A s
su ch it is d ifficu lt to se e h o w the research o n rew a rd s sy s te m s is rela ted to v a r io u s
co n cep tu a liza tio n s of the n atu re o f m o tiv a tio n itself. A s su ch it d o e s n o t fu lly ad d ress the
con cern s o f the title.
M ore to the p oin t, I w o u ld argu e that it is th rou gh th e d e v e lo p m e n t of th eoretical
ex p la n ation s as to w h y rew ard s m ay ''work" in so m e ca ses an d n o t in oth ers that teachers
w ill be ab le to d e v e lo p their o w n stra teg ies in relation to th e u se o f r ew a r d s in an y g iv e n
cla ssro om situ ation . It is this asp ect of the w o rk that y o u n eed to g iv e furth er a tten tion to.

Comments on this piece of work:
1. I am n ot so su re that y o u h ave p ro v id ed u s w ith a th eoretical fram ew ork . Y ou
h ave p r o v id ed a u sefu l accou n t o f the su m m ary fin d in g s co n c e r n in g th e c la im s and
cou n terclaim s o f the p oten tial effects of d ifferen t ty p e s of re w a r d s u p o n m o tiv a tio n .
H o w e v e r y o u h a v e n o t p r o v id e d v ery m u ch b y th e w a y o f a ttem p te d theoretical
ex p la n a tio n s for th ese d ifferen t effects. It is p o ssib le to a rg u e th at th e theory
u n d erly in g the fin d in g s is p o te n tia lly o f greater b en efit w h e n it c o m e s to
con sid eration of cla ssro o m p u b lication s, than th e fin d in g s th e m se lv e s. Y ou m a y o f
cou rse h a v e m ore to say o n this y o u rse lf as th e essa y d e v e lo p s.
O v era ll grade: 62
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Appendix 14: Feedback on E2’s TLA assignments

A p p en d ix 14: F eed b ack on E 2 ’s T L A assign m en ts

mx
)£i2l :
t ttfA
my assignm ent

10 Pft# :

T ask(1). doc (0.04

Neo. doc (0. 07 MB)

comments o f ta s k 1:
t h i s was very d e s c rip tiv e but a ls o om itted a lo t o f im portant ex p lan ato ry
d e t a il , you do g et in to some c r itic is m a t th e end o f th e essay andd you
''n e e d e d 'to draw t h i s out more, i th in k you were r ig h t to focus on th e
sequences th a t Mercer and F is h e r quote in support o f t h e ir o v e ra ll
argument, one o f th e m ajor is s u e s seems to me to be th e f a c t th a t th ey
could not be sure about th e outcomes o f th e sequences th a t they t e l l us
about and th i s p o in t seems to be worth pursuing, they a lso make some
. im portant p o in ts whjr h you overlooked in your c r itiq u e , f o r example th e
po in t a t the bottom o f p27 whe re they addressed is s u e s o f th e d i f f i c u l t i e
la rg e c la s s e s p re s e n t fo r of th e a p p lic a tio n o f n eo-vygotskian th eo ry .
comments o f ta sk 2:
you have made a good e f f o r t to d eal with some d i f f i c u l t m a te ria l h e re but
th e re a re some problems in your w r itin g which makes i t hard f o r th e re a d e r
to follow what you wan t to say, th e major issu e is th a t you need to
‘
s tr u c t u f s -ynnr wrixln a - c J e a r ly and focus on how to o rg an ize vour essay.
using more, head Logs-aight h elp you. i t would be u se fu l f o r in s ta n c e i f you
were to s t a r t your essay w ith th e quote th a t you a re given to base your
essay on. then you could have c l a r i f i e d f o r your r e a d e r what th e b a s ic
is s u e is th a t you were going to be. i f you do t h i s then i t h elp s your
re a d e r to understand your paper and a ls o makes i t e a s ie r f o r you to
s tr u c tu r e your essay, be very c a re fu l to in d ic a te when you a re qu o tin g
frome an o th er w r ite r and a ls o to make su re t h a t if'y o u "u se-q u o tatio n s..iro u
comment on^them r a t h e r than u sin g them_as a s u b s t itu t e fo r ex p lan atio n o f
—your own.
~
~
"
- .

t h a t’ s a l l . i am wondering i f th e marker ag rees w ith your requirem ent.
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Appendix 15: Marking criteria (Faculty of Arts and Social
Sciences)

ADDendix 15: Marking criteria (Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences)
FACULTY MARKING/GRADE CRITERIA FOR
MASTERS LEVEL ASSIGNMENTS
These guidelines are intended to spell out the criteria that are used to assess written work. The criteria show the
features we expect to see in work o f a given mark or grade. To achieve a given grade, students do not have to
have met all the criteria listed; however, they must have demonstrated a preponderance o f those qualities in their
work. Although modes o f assessment vary (essays, dissertations, other forms of written output) the principles by
which markers arrive at their judgements remain the same. Below is a list of aspects o f students’ work which
may be taken into account during assessment, as appropriate.

o

R elevance o f material in the essay to the title o f the assignment.

o

R elevance to the content o f the course.

o

Understanding o f issues or problems under discussion.

o

K now ledge and understanding o f relevant readings.

o

Critical discussion o f relevant readings.

o

U se o f suitable data.

o

Clarity and depth in the analysis o f theory, data and issues under discussion,

o

Coherence o f argument.

o

Clarity and relevance o f introduction and conclusion,

o

Clarity and precision o f expression.

o

U se o f appropriate and consistent conventions for referring to other p eop le’s
work.

o

Clarity o f presentation (layout, including use o f paragraphs and tables, for
exam ple).

o

Clarity o f writing including grammar, punctuation, spelling and sentence
construction.

o

Com pliance with published regulations on the com pletion o f assessed w ork by
the coursework deadline

Criteria for the award of marks
70 + (distinction)
A piece o f written work in the 70+ range is one o f exceptional quality, requiring a high level
o f conceptual ability and an extrem ely thorough and conscientious approach to study. Work
in this range w ill clearly demonstrate the capacity to proceed to a higher research degree. It is
distinguished by:

Argument
o

A clearly expressed and convincing argument w hich is used to develop a
coherent and logical framework within which to answer the question or
address the topic, and which is w ell grounded in existing theory and research,
leading to a reasoned conclusion fully supported by the foregoing material.

o

A capacity to relate consistently the theoretical and empirical material to the
conceptual framework.

o

Substantial evidence o f independent research.

o

The absence o f irrelevant or extraneous material.

Understanding
o

A thorough understanding o f the topic and its im plications.
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o

A clear and consistent focus on the issues raised by the question/topic,

o

An insightful argument show ing signs o f originality.

Style
o

Good grammar, punctuation, spelling and sentence construction.

o

Thorough use o f conventions o f referring to other p eop le’s work

Marks within this classification may vary due to o

A n original capacity to develop arguments beyond those available in the
literature.

o

The depth and sophistication o f the conceptual argument,

o

The level o f familiarity with the theoretical and research literature.

60-69 (Good pass)
A p iece o f written work o f a good to very good standard requiring clarity o f thought and
expression. It w ill display an ability to handle the relevant literature in an analytical manner.
It w ill b e more than a good description o f the various theories and/or studies relevant to the
question - it w ill demonstrate a m arshalling o f relevant information b y m eans o f analysis and
interpretation. It w ill not necessarily have a water-tight argument, but it w ill be clearly
structured and its conclusions w ill not take the reader by surprise. Such a p iece o f work w ill
generally show less independence o f thought and mastery o f detail than is required for a mark
o f 70 or over. There m ay be som e errors or m isjudgem ents with regard to issues w hich are
not central to the argument. Work in this range w ill norm ally demonstrate the capacity to
proceed to a higher research degree.
It is distinguished by:

Argument
o

A logical, coherent framework w ithin which to answer the question or address
the topic.

o

An ability to organise the data in a w ay that provides a clear and logical
answer to, or discussion of, the question/topic,

o

A clearly expressed theme or argument developed from a critical consideration
o f relevant literature.

Understanding
o

A good understanding o f the topic and its im plications,

o

Familiarity with the relevant literature and empirical data,

o

The avoidance o f irrelevant or extraneous material,

o

Evaluation o f com peting arguments.

o

Conclusion supported b y the body o f the argument and evidence,

o

Som e evidence o f independent research,

o

Avoidance o f unsubstantiated assertions.

o

Good grammar, punctuation, spelling and sentence construction,

o

Good use o f conventions o f referring to other peop le’s work

Style

Marks within this category may vary due to o

The clarity and cogency o f the overall argument,

o

The level o f familiarity with the relevant literature and data.
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50-59 (Pass)
A p iece o f written work o f a moderate to good standard. It w ill be descriptively strong. It is
distinguished from the 60-69 p iece by the level o f analysis displayed and b y the coherence
with w h ich the material is organised. There m ay be som e significant errors, misjudgem ents or
om issions o f important details. A mark in this range would not norm ally demonstrate the
capacity to proceed to a higher research degree. It is characterised by:

Argument
o

An attempt to answer the question or address the topic,

o

A conclusion not entirely supported by or relevant to the b ody o f the essay,

o

A failure to adequately organise an answer into a coherent w hole.

Understanding
o

A reasonable understanding o f the topic and its im plications.

o

A level o f empirical know ledge and relevant reading which demonstrates a
conscientious attempt to tackle the question/topic.

o

The intrusion o f som e extraneous material.

o

A failure to grasp at least som e relevant points or address som e relevant
literature.

o

Adequate grammar, punctuation, spelling and sentence construction.

o

Referencing that is incom plete or fails to observe som e conventions for
referring to other people's work.

Style

Marks within this category may vary due to o

The level o f empirical and theoretical know ledge displayed.

o

The seriousness with w hich an attempt has been m ade to answer the question
or address the topic.

o

The number o f major points that have been covered.

o

The coherence o f the essay.

o

The degree o f unsubstantiated assertion.

o

Written style (grammar, spelling, punctuation and sentence construction).

O
40- 49 (Fail - with the possibility of condonation in accordance with the Faculty
regulations.)
A p iece o f written work in this category show s signs o f engagem ent w ith the question or
topic, but has inadequacies at M aster’s level. It signals a failure to give sufficient thought to
the work in hand, displaying inconsistent argument, unsubstantiated assertions, and a patchy
acquaintance with the relevant literature. It m ay lack a convincing conclusion and it is lik ely
to include significant errors, om issions and misunderstandings. It is characterised by:

Argument
o

A failure to order this material so as to provide an adequate answer to the
question.

o

An ability to pick out som e o f the points required for a satisfactory answer,

o

Inadequate conclusion.
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Understanding
o

Som e know ledge o f appropriate em pirical material,

o

The intrusion o f irrelevant material,

o

A n inadequate familiarity w ith relevant literature.

Marks within this category may vary due to o

The level o f empirical know ledge displayed.

o

The extent to w hich an effort has been m ade to answer the question or address
the topic.

o

Evidence o f conscientious effort.

o

The degree o f unsubstantiated assertion.

o

Written style (grammar, punctuation, spelling and sentence construction).

Style
o

Sub-standard grammar, punctuation, spelling and sentence construction,

o

Inadequate use o f conventions o f referring to other p eop le’s work

Marks below 40 (Fail - without possibility of condonation.)
Marks in the 30 - 39 range indicate that the p iece o f written w ork is inadequate in every
respect w ith pronounced errors and misunderstandings. It is characterised by:
Som e empirical knowledge.
o

Som e evidence o f study in the area concerned.

o

An inability to develop any but the flim siest answer to the question.

o

Problematic conclusion.

Using the full range of marks
Departments are encouraged to make use o f the full range o f marks available, including u sin g
marks o f below 30% and o f above 80% w here this is appropriate.
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Appendix 16: LM module
outline

A p p en d ix 16: L M m odu le outline

“Learning to Manage”
Booklet 2004
Teaching Team
Course Leader: Alessia Contu, D epartm ent of M an ag em en t Learning
a.contu@ lancaster.ac.uk
Seminar Leaders: W ayne St Amour, D epartm ent of M anagem ent
Learning, stam our@ exchanae.lancs.ac.uk
Simone Novello, D epartm ent of Marketing, s.novello@ lancaster.ac.uk
Administration
MSc in M anagem ent Programme Secretary, Ms Gillian Elsworth at:
elsworth@exchanae. lanes, ac. uk

Outline
This course is designed for an au d ie n c e approaching the discipline for
the first time, but has already m astered analytical skills and studying
skills more generally.
M anagem ent is a com plex an d contested aren a of praxis so the
teaching strategy of the course is to outline for you the main
m an ag em en t theories an d to sensitise you on issues relevant for
making sense of m an ag em en t in to d a y ’s organisations. Analysis of
m anagerial cases from existing contem porary organisations a re used
to give a sense of the practical significance of theory in practice. These
cases exhibit the diversity in p la c e a n d feature big multinational
corporations as well as small com panies across industries.
Syllabus
M anagem ent learning & Organising: a foundation
Teams and teamwork
Decision Making in organisations
M anaging Culture an d Corporate Culture
M anaging Motivation
M anaging Strategically
Ethics an d M anagem ent
Leading an d Managing
Influence in organisation: pow er a n d politics
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G ender & Diversity
Desired learning outcomes
At the en d of the module you will b e able to:
•
•

•

Understand the complexity an d ambiguity of m a n a g e m e n t
Articulate an d explain theories an d concepts relevant for
making sense of different areas of m an ag em en t: leadership,
learning, decision making etc.
Understand the main issues involved in today's m anagerial life
a n d possess theoretical tools to m ake sense an d deal with them.

Teaching Strategy
Our teaching strategy aims to facilitate learning via a mix of tools an d
m ethods. We aim to elicit personal enquiry and active e x ch an g e
am ongst you, other students an d the teaching team . Participation in a
series of activities b a se d on u p d a te material is designed to involve you
in the discussion of current topics an d to a certain extent experience of
issues of m anagerial a n d organisational life.
Lectures:
Lectures identify the main areas of interest and provide con cep tu al
a n d theoretical tools for understanding m anagem ent; exam ples from
empirical studies an d everyday p ractice will b e provided to illustrate
theories an d models. Each lecture will provide a list of useful
references. Your input during lectures is often required an d is
a p p reciated .
Seminars:
Teamwork is em ployed during seminars where learning tools, such as
exercises, small projects and c a se studies of big multinationals to small
businesses, are utilised to facilitate your analysis of practical
m anagerial an d organisational issues. These seminars often require
previous preparation, such as reading the relevant c h a p te r from the
textbook and the c a se studies to b e analysed or project preparation in
team s. These seminars intend to en ab le you to articulate your
understanding of m a n ag em en t theory in practice as well as
experience working in team s, henceforth having the opportunity to
d evelop com m unication, negotiation an d leadership skills.
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IMPORTANT: You will b e ab le to find the material relevant for e a c h
seminar in the b a se room at the beginning of e a c h week.
Studying tool:
A textbook com prehensive of theories a n d interesting cases, which
also discusses the ambiguity of m anagerial life, is utilised as the main
source of reference. This is to be considered your main studying tool.
However, if you wish to d e e p e n your understanding you are w elcom ed
to e n g a g e in further reading, a n d the lecturer an d your seminar
leaders will b e hap p y to guide you in your choices if you would wish to
do so. Internet sources should b e avoided or utilised with extrem e
care.
The textbook is:
Fulop, L. a n d Linstead, S. eds (1999) M a n a g e m e n t: a critic a l text,
Macmillan: Basingstoke
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Appendix 17: LM module assessment details

Appendix 17: LM module assessment details

A ssessm ent
MSc in M anagem ent
Course work: 60%
2500 words essay to b e subm itted in p a p e r and electronic format, to
b e submitted a t the MSc in M anagem ent b ase room (A99b) by the 6th
of D ecem ber 2004. For enquiries c o n ta c t Ms Gillian Elsworth at:
elsw orth@ exchange.lancs.ac.uk
NOTE: No extension will b e g ran ted unless m edical certification is
provided an d the rules from your program m e handbook are followed.

Exam: 40%
The exam is taking p la c e on the 14th of April 2005. You will b e presented
with a list of quesfions. You hav e to choose an d answ er one question.
You are not allowed to bring with you books or notes.
Essay questions:

Please choose one from the following essay titles below:
1. What is organisational culture? Is m anaging culture ever
possible?
2. According to Flores and Grey (2000) in 2000, 80% of all Fortune
2000 com panies had over half their em ployees working in teams.
Indicate w hat ‘working in team s' means, the complexities of
teamwork and why team b ased work is such a w idespread
phenom enon.
3. Companies often have ethical guidelines and e n g a g e in
ethically aw are practices. Why should m anagers b e concerned
with ethics?
4. How do m anagers learn ab o u t m anagem ent? Drawing upon
the theories discussed during the course, elaborate on the issues
involved in m anaging knowledge.

IMPORTANT: For any concern, question or issue related to the course
you c a n co n tact your lecturer or any of the seminar leaders. We shall
b e happy to help you and to m ake sure you can make the best of this
learning experience a t Lancaster University.

Appendix 17

-386-

Essay Tips
a. Your essay should hav e a clear structure:
Introduction:

-What you are saying = general theme + main claims
-Why = motivate your choice
-How you are going to do it = list main arguments in order of presentation
Main part: this part approaches and develops the subject of fhe essay. Make sure
you answer the question by creating convincing, clear and rigorous arguments.
Conclusions: in this part summarise your claims and main arguments and make
explicit the ‘added value' your work has created for you and the understanding of
the subject

b. Make sure th at it is clear a n d easy to understand a n d th at all the
different passages are well c o n n e c te d .... Guide the rea d er by hand!

c. Polish your essay from mistakes a n d ask som eone else to re a d it and
give you co m m en ts/feed b ack
d. References:
In-text citations

When citing references within the text of an assignment, use only the name of the
author, followed by the year of publication. Ingeneral, pagenumbersshouldbe

includedinallin-textcitations:

The theory was first propounded in 1993 (Hamilton 1994:58) OR The theory was
first propounded by Hamilton (1994:58).
When referring to two or more texts by different authors, separate them with a
semicolon (;). for example. (Larsen 2000:82; Malinowski 1999: 19)
Page numbers are compulsory for quotations:
Larsen (1971: 245-6) noted that "many of the facts in this case are incorrect”.
OR" Many of the facts in this case are incorrect" (Larsen 1971:245-6).
Bibliography: in alphabetical order

Book:
Surname, name or initials, (year of publication) ed or eds (if edited book by more
than one author), Title(in italicsor underlined). edition (in not first), publisher: (or
comma) place of publication
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Fulop, L. and Linstead, S. eds (1999) Management: acritical text, Macmillan:
Basingstoke
Chapter in an edited book:
Surname, name or initials, (year of publication) 'Title'. In: names of editors of book
(eds.). Titleof book. Place: Publisher, Page references.
Snell, R. (1999) 'Managing Ethically'. In: Fulop, L. and Linstead, S. (eds) Management:
acritical text. Macmillan:Basingstoke, pp. 335-413
Journal Article:
Surname, name or initials, (year of publication), '‘Title", Titleof theJournal (in italicsor
underlined. Vol. Volume Number, no. issue number: (or comma)page numbers of
article
Gersick, C. (1988) “Marking time: Predictable transition in task groups". Academyof
ManagementJournal, Vol.31, no 1:9-41
Internet Sources:
Surname, name or initials, (last update) Titleof website. Available: URLInternet
address (Accessed: Date you accessed the site).
Reul, S. and Deichmann, T. (2001) Theonemeasureofloveis:youcaninsult theother.
Available:
http://www.spiked-online.com/Articles/00000002d2C4.htm (accessed: 19 November 2001)

IMPORTANT: R em em ber that plagiarism is prohibited. You should always
p roduce your own work a n d cite all th e references you use in your
essay. We do have softwares which e n ab le us to c h ec k if w hat you
submit is original.
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Appendix 18: Feedback on M l’s LM assignment

Appendix 18: Feedback on M l’s LM assignment

MSc in MANAGEMENT 2004/05
MICHAELMAS TERM
CORE COURSE: Mngt 501 - LEARNING TO MANAGE
Student’s ID:
Tutor’s name:

Comments:

This essay presents a complete view on team and teamworking literature as
developed in modem organizations. Definition o f team, developments phases,
roles, etc are fully provided. However, the essay appears as being a collection
o f points and themes only loosely connected, without offering in other words to
the reader an organic view or demonstrating a clear and personal line o f
thinking deployed by the author throughout the paper. The work could have
been improved by using the issues reported in the paper to elaborate a more
personal, original and organic view on teamworing in organizations.

Mark/Grade 50
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Appendix 19: Feedback on M2’s LM assignment

Appendix 19: Feedback on M2’s LM assignment

MSc in MANAGEMENT 2004/05
MICHAELMAS TERM
CORE COURSE: Mngt 501 - LEARNING TO MANAGE
Student’s ID:
Tutor’s name:
Comments:
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Appendix 20: EM module outline
Aims & objectives
The aim of the course is to make students aware of how the micro and macro economic
environment can affect business behaviour. In the first part o f the course we describe
how the market mechanism operates, and evaluate how the nature o f competition faced

by a business can affect price, output and profit. Emphasis is placed on competition
between the few (oligopoly) and so we also discuss strategic business behaviour in
some detail. The second part of the course is concerned with the macroeconomic
environment, and focuses on the short-run. We consider the determinants and
consequences of fluctuations in the business cycle. A substantial part o f the course is
also devoted to international issues, such as why countries trade, the determination of
exchange rates and the role of government in controlling the macro economy.
Throughout the course we will focus on issues using case studies, data and empirical
evidence.

You are strongly advised to read the recommended textbook and either the Financial
Times or the Wall Street Journal.

Recommended textbook:
Dermot McAleese Economicsfo r Business, 3rd Edition, Financial Times / Prentice Hall,
2004

Recommended supplementary texts:
J. Sloman and M. Sutcliffe Economics fo r Business, Financial Times / Prentice Hall,
2001 .
C. Mulheam, H. R. Vane and J. Eden Economics fo r Business, Pelgrave Foundations,
2001 .
A. Griffiths and S. Wall Applied Economics, Financial Times / Prentice Hall, 2001.

Appendix 20

-391 -

Web sites:
You can liven up this course by referring to current policy issues. A lot o f information is
now available on the Internet and I would strongly recommend you to get acquainted
with the sites listed below which produce some very interesting material for this course.
Do please try them.

1. www.oecd.org/eco/
Look for Working Papers and Economic Surveys. The OECD also has a good database
for many countries as well as excellent commentary and analysis.

2. www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/
This is excellent for articles relating to current fiscal and monetary policy in UK. It also
provides some excellent macroeconomic data not only for the UK but for all the world's
major economies (but excluding China).

3. www.bankofengland.co.uk
Particularly useful for obtaining up-to-the-minute articles by members o f the Monetary
Policy Committee (MPC) at the Bank o f England and for looking through the MPC's
monthly minutes. E.g. go to Publications > Speeches > Speeches by speaker > Dr Sushil
Wahdwani (and so on).
4. Federal Reserve Board (USA)
This is the Federal Reserve Board’s web site. It has a lot of useful articles and up-to-date
information and commentary on current events.
http://www.federalreseive.gov/pubs/feds/
http://ideas.uqam.ca/EDIRC/data/fi-bgvus.html
5. OECD http://www.0ecd.0rg/statistics/#ec0 stat
This site is very useful for historical data and for the latest available data for many countries
(including transitional economies and emerging economies).

Appendix 20

-392-

6. Data sources for a wide range of countries can be found at the following web site:

http://www.geoinvestor.com/

Test yourself on the principles of economics. To do this you can use the WinEcon
programme

which

is

accessible

over

the

intra-net.

Go

to:

http://www.lums.lancs.ac.uk/ECON/DEFAULT.HTM for advice on how to gain access.
This site also provides a range o f links to many other useful web sites, including on-line
textbooks.
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Appendix 21: EM module assessment details
MNGT504 Group Projects
You are required to write a group report on one o f the topics listed below. The length of
the project should be no greater than 5000 words, including appendices. Your project
should be written in a report format with clearly identified chapter and section headings.
The project should show evidence of:
• an understanding, and demonstration of, relevant economic theory;
• a review o f the literature;
• data analysis or case analysis.
Topics:
1. With the aid o f an example of your choice, discuss the origins and causes o f the
spatial clustering o f economic activity. Is spatial clustering good for local and
national economic development? What policy implications follow from your
analysis?
2. Using a country of your choice, describe the sources of, and trends in,
environmental pollution. What policies could, and have, been implemented in
that country in an attempt to reduce pollution levels? How successful have these
policies been?
3. With reference to a particular sector (e.g. banking, retailing, etc.), describe the
market structure, the conduct and performance of firms in that sector and the
implications for competition policy.
4.

Explain FDI in a country of your choice using Dunning’s eclectic framework

or other theories of international FDI (provide data on FDI and analyse it from a
theoretical perspective).

5.

"Free trade is beneficial only if your country is strong enough to be able to

stand up to foreign competition" Discuss and evaluate this statement (make use of
examples and/or case studies).

6. The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is a central policy o f the EU. Explain why
this is highlighting its role in world trade. Finally, draw your own conclusion as to
whether the CAP is a force for good or bad.
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Appendix 22: Feedback on M l’s EM assignment

A p p en d ix 22: F eed b ack on M l ’s E M assign m en t
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Appendix 23: Feedback on M2’s EM assignment

A p p en d ix 23: F eed b ack on M 2 ’s E M assign m en t

MSc in MANAGEMENT 2004/05
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Appendix 24: Marking criteria (Management School)

A p p en d ix 24: M ark in g criteria (M an ag em en t S ch ool)

MARKING CRITERIA

Theseguidelinesareusedinmarkingbothcoursework andexaminationanswers:
FIRST
CLASS

UPPER
SECOND
CLASS

LOWER
SECOND
CLASS
THIRD
CLASS

PASS
FAIL

(a) Accurate and complete demonstrating understanding in
depth and draws upon extensive reading of the source of
the lecture material. Well ordered, using good English,
appropriate examples and plenty of illustrative data.
(b) In addition, evidence of extensive reading of sources
given by lecturer but extending the breadth of the lecture
material.
(c) In addition, original perspectives or insights, argued
logically.
(d) Comprehensive, although not complete. Showing
understanding based on an ability to marshal information •
and to support arguments with appropriate examples.
Good English. Some pieces of information or examples go
beyond the lecture material in either depth or breadth.
(e) As (d) but either occasionally lacking accuracy or with
few examples.
(f) Concise but accurate. Based largely on lecture material.
Information presented clearly but lacking any originality
fg) As (f) but with occasional lapses of accuracy or logic
(h) Answer incomplete, with lapses in accuracy and logic.
Examples few or not very relevant. Some evidence of
knowledge and understanding of the subject.
(i) As (h) but with serious omissions. Some sound knowledge.
Presentation poor. Examples inadeauate.
(j) Serious omissions or major errors, though some material
relevant to the question. Evidence that the question has
been understood in part at least.
(k) Inadequate with no substance or scientific understanding
but with vague general knowledge relevant to the question.
Some key words or phrases.
(1) Rudimentary knowledge of the subject area. Even at this
level, errors serious and fundamental.
(m) Little hint of any knowledge. May be an answer to the
"wrong" question.
(n) No knowledge relevant to the question but the
candidate has made some effort.
(o) Nothing written.

70-79%

80-89%
90-100%
65-69%

60-64%
55-59%
50-54%
45-49%
40-44%
35-39%
30-34%
20-29%
10-19%
1-9%
0%
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Appendix 25: Questions for the first interviews with students
(pilot study)
The general purpose of conducting interviews is to investigate difficulties that
Chinese students think they have in reading English in both educational and
non-educational settings, and why they think they would experience such difficulties.
As I would consider reading or literacy practices in a broader sense, as social practice, I
would like to see how it is influenced by people around and by the social contexts.
Therefore, I would like to find out their family background, their pre-school reading,
their reading at school/university and in non-educational settings, and their reading in
L2. I would sequence the questions according to time order in general.

A loose structure of the interview:
Self introduction and questions about interviewee’s family
4
first reading experiences (especially pre-school)
I
learning to read in LI at school
4
reading practices outside school at this stage
4
learning to read in L2 at school
4
L2 reading outside school
4
learning to read in L2 at university
4
reading practices outside class both in LI and L2 at university
4
reading practices in the UK

More specific questions:
—Where are you from? What do your parents do? Are there any other members in
your family? Where did you grow up? Where did you go to school? From which
university did you graduate?

—Do you remember when you start reading? What, why and how did you read at that
time? What help did you get when you read? If you didn’t read anything before you
went to school, what do you think was the reason?
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-W h at did you usually do in Chinese class at school? How did you learn the texts in
't
class? Did you read anything except Chinese textbooks? If yes, what, why, and how
did you read? Did you have any difficulties in doing so? Do you think there is any
connection between reading in class and outside school? Why do think there’s such
connection or there is not such connection? Did you experience any change in your
reading practice compared with before going to school?

Why or why didn’t you

change?

—How did you learn English at school? Did you read anything in English except
textbooks? If yes, what, why and how did you read? What difficulties did you have
in reading English? Do you think there is any connection between reading in class and
outside school? Why do think there’s such connection or there is not such connection?
Did your reading practices both in LI and L2 change during your middle school years
(from the age of 12 to 18)? Why or why didn’t you change?

—What were English classes like at university? Did you read anything in English at
that time? What, why and how did you read? Did you have any difficulties? Did
you read anything in Chinese except textbooks? What, why and how did you read?
Did you see any influence of your reading habits in Chinese on your reading in English?
If yes, what is it? If no, why do you think there is no influence? Did your reading
practices both in LI and L2 change during your university years (from the age o f 18 to
22)? Why or why didn’t you change?

—What change in your reading practices did you experience after you arrived here?
What caused that change? Are you able to cope with the change? What difficulties
do you have in reading in English during your stay here? Are they similar to the
difficulties you had before? If no, what is the difference and what do you think causes
the difference?

—Finally, as this is the pilot study, I need to find out what the interviewee thinks o f the
questions they were asked. What questions are difficult to answer or embarrassing?
How can the interview be conducted better?
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Appendix 26: Questions for the second interviews with
students (pilot study)
Interviews at the second stage of the pilot study aim to elicit more specific details o f the
interviewees’ reading practices in order to see possible differences in their reading
practices in different sociocultural settings, and how their existing experience facilitates
or hinders their coping with reading in current situations.

Questions:
Part one: details about what has been read in the past 24 hours.
* What have you read in the past 24 hours, including everything in English and Chinese
(e.g. newspapers, magazines, websites, email, address book, notes, cooking instructions,
books, journals, etc.)?
* Why, where, and how did you read them?
* What do you usually do after reading something (if there may be any following
actions)?

Part two: everyday reading practices in China.
* Could you try to recall things you usually read on a working day/weekday in China?
* Why, where, and how did you read them?
* What do you usually do after reading something (if there may be any following
actions)?
* Could you try to recall things you usually read on a weekend or holiday in China?
* Why, where, and how did you read them?
* What do you usually do after reading something (if there may be any following
actions)?
* Do you sense any change in your reading practices here compared to those in China?
* Why is there such change, or why isn’t there any change?
(Alternatively, I can point out their changes and ask why)

Part three: academic reading practices here.
* Could you show me something you have read recently?
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* Where and how did you get hold o f it (e.g. library, websites, handouts. Why did you
choose this particular one to read?)?
* How long did it take for you to finish?
* Where did you read it?
* How did you read it (e.g. whether read on their own or with others as a group, how to
take notes, how to mark the text, what language to use for taking notes or marking, how
to use the notes, etc.)?
* Why did you read it?
* What did you do with it after reading it?
* What is difficult in it, and why is it difficult?
* What is easy in it, and why is it easy?
* What do you remember/leam from the text?
* Do you read in different ways for different academic purposes? How and why?

Part four: academic reading practices in China.
* What sort of things did you read for academic purposes in China?
* Could you recall one particular case of academic reading in China?
* What was the reading for?
* Where and how did you get hold of it (e.g. library, websites, handouts)? Why did you
choose this particular one to read?
* How long did it take for you to finish?
* Where did you read it?
* How did you read it (e.g. whether read on your own or with others as a group, how to
take notes, how to mark the text, how to use the notes, etc.)?
* What did you do with it after reading it?
* What was difficult in it, and why was it difficult?
* What was easy in it, and why was it easy?
* What did you remember/leam from the text?
* Did you read in different ways for different academic purposes? How and why?
* Do you sense any change in your academic reading practices here compared to those
in China?
* Why is there such change, or why isn’t there any change?

