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Introduction and background 

 

In Sweden, many universities offer postgraduate programmes in English and require master’s 

and PhD students to write their theses in English (for a recent report, see L. Salö, 2010). In 

this context, the concepts and methodologies developed by the ESP genre school  (e.g. J. 

Swales, 1990; J. Swales / C. Feak, 2004; J. Swales, 2004) have provided EAP professionals 

with a sound theoretical background for teaching discipline-specific academic writing.  

However, the use of online collaboration tools in genre-based instruction calls for further 

research.  

 

In this paper, I describe and discuss possible ways of introducing online collaboration in the 

teaching of English for research purposes, drawing on the examples of two courses taught at a 

major Swedish university. One course was designed for PhD students of different branches of 

business studies and focused on the research article; the other course was taught to master’s 

students of different disciplines in the humanities and aimed to prepare participants to write a 

research proposal and a master’s dissertation.  Both courses adopted the ESP genre-based 

approach, focusing on the analysis of different generic features of model texts in the 

participants’ fields of research. As Cheng (2006) points out, ‘advanced learners’ taking 

graduate-level writing courses are in fact very heterogeneous in terms of their general and 

discipline-specific writing skills. However, it has also been acknowledged that such a 

heterogeneous mix of students offers an opportunity for a meaningful analysis of discourse 

conventions in their research fields: ‘being faced with the alien text of “the other” gives new 

insight into the rhetorical mechanisms of their “own”’(J. Swales, 2004: 143).  
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Research-based writing in the humanities stems from a wide spectrum of epistemological 

traditions, such as history, philosophy, linguistics, or archaeology. Also, writers working in 

the humanities take more involved and personal positions in their texts compared to those in 

the “hard sciences” (K. Hyland, 2005). The seemingly more homogeneous business studies 

also present a rich plethora of approaches to writing, from argument-driven marketing to 

empirical studies in management or legislation discussions in accounting, and so forth. In this 

context, genre-based instructional materials can only be used to a limited extent; the ‘examine 

and report back’ strategy (J. Swales / C. Feak, 1994, 2004) becomes a major pedagogical tool. 

Functioning as ‘disciplinary ethnographers’ (D. Belcher, 2006), learners not only analyze 

generic features of texts in their field, but also provide valuable information for cross-

disciplinary comparison and peer collaboration tasks, some of which can take place online. 

 

Online tasks can provide a valuable extension to seminar activities, particularly when course 

participants come from different departments and faculties and the number of contact hours is 

limited. In the sections below, I show how online fora and wikis have been used to carry out 

tasks designed to raise students’ genre awareness and to enhance their academic writing skills. 

My overarching aim is to explain the rationale behind task design and to reflect on the 

experience of using online fora and wikis in the above-mentioned courses. Space does not 

allow me to introduce much empirical data, which is left for another study. Therefore, the 

forthcoming sections are topic-based, and reflections based on participant observation and text 

analysis form the basis of the final discussion section.  

 

Rationale for online task design 

 

Sociocultural approaches drawing on Vygotsky’s (1978) ideas of scaffolding and the zone of 

proximal development (ZPD) have been popular in language teaching, including genre-based 

pedagogies (K. Hyland, 2007). Thus, it is generally assumed that students learn better when 

given opportunities for peer collaboration, which promotes a dialogue and interaction between 

learners, who function both as readers and writers in academic writing courses. During the 

past decade, online fora have been used to support peer collaboration.  More recently, this 

dialogical view of education based on social interaction has been extended to embrace a 

different dimension, resulting in a ‘trialogical’ model. In a ‘trialogical’ approach, the 

emphasis lies not only on individual knowledge acquisition or social interaction, but on the 

way that people create knowledge by collaboratively developing mediating artifacts (S. 
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Paavola / K. Hakkarainen, 2005). Web 2.0 applications (e.g. wikis, blogs, podcasts, etc.) are 

particularly suitable for this educational approach, as they enable users to generate online 

content and can support language-learning tasks (A. Kárpáti, 2009). For example, when 

writing a collaborative text on a wiki, different learners (and possibly the teacher) work 

towards the same goal and interact with one another in a process of creating the same artifact, 

for example, a text that needs to meet a set of established criteria. The tasks described below 

were inspired by both dialogical and trialogical approaches.  

 

The course for doctoral students contemplated a greater variety of tasks, making use of online 

fora and wikis (see Appendix). Due to different aims and a larger number of participants (over 

twenty per group, compared to nine doctoral students), the master’s course did not make use 

of wikis. Inspired by the ‘examine and report back’ strategy, all online forum tasks were based 

on the analysis of generic features found in what students considered to be model texts in their 

disciplines (five research articles at the doctoral level and one sample dissertation and two 

research articles at the master’s level). Participants in both courses were also provided with 

ample opportunities to discuss and compare their model texts in class.  

 

Online tasks were of exploratory nature, as the main writing assignments concerned students’ 

own research-based texts: a research article or equivalent for doctoral students and a research 

proposal for master’s students. The master’s course had been taught successfully without 

online tasks for several semesters. Yet I could not help noticing significant differences in the 

extent to which students benefited from genre-based instruction in the course, and the online 

tasks were introduced primarily in order to minimize such differences by providing students 

with regular exercise in academic reading and writing.   

 

Using online fora 

 

Online fora were used for carrying out specific genre-analysis tasks. Each student reported the 

results of the analysis of his or her model texts in a short forum post of approximately 200 

words. There was a separate thread for each task so that all student analyses could be found in 

the same place, in chronological order. These posts provided the teacher with essential 

information concerning writing practices in different disciplines and served as a basis for 

cross-disciplinary comparison and discussion by students in class. Thanks to six weekly 

seminars, it was possible to combine online and face-to-face collaboration.  
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Due to the different aims of the doctoral and master’s courses, the tasks (and therefore 

threads) were designed accordingly. The PhD course put more emphasis on positioning and 

presenting results in the research article, and therefore discussion threads included  

‘Analyzing structure’, ‘Citation practices’, ‘Data commentary’, and ‘Conclusions’. The 

master’s course was aimed at novice researchers and dealt primarily with the overall 

organization of academic texts, with special attention to introducing new research (e.g. the 

CARS model, J. Swales, 1990). This difference was reflected in genre-analysis tasks in the 

master’s course:  ‘Analyzing structure’, ‘Analyzing Introductions’, and ‘Analyzing citations’. 

There was certainly some overlap between the two courses, and the aim of genre-analysis 

tasks was the same: providing students with regular writing exercises in order to raise their 

genre awareness through the close reading of model texts.  

 

Using wikis 

 

Wikis enable different users to write texts collaboratively, keeping track of changes recorded 

by the history function. They also provide separate space for discussion and comments related 

to a specific topic and offer a possibility to access other sites through hypertext. Thus, the 

main affordance of a wiki is its collaborative writing facility. However, in EAP courses wikis 

can also be used for carrying out individual writing assignments, followed by revision and 

peer or teacher feedback (M. Kuteeva, in press). This was the case with tasks in the doctoral 

course (see Appendix, weeks, 1, 2, 3), such as writing and commenting on an introductory 

text on a participant’s research topic. The course wiki provided a platform for information 

sharing, peer review, and interaction between course participants, as well as the teacher.  

Towards the end of the course (see the task for week 5), the wiki was also used for a 

collaborative writing assignment of approximately 500 words: a meta-analysis of writing 

practices in participants’ fields of research, i.e. accounting and finance, marketing, and 

management.  Eight course participants worked in groups (three plus three plus two), and each 

group was expected to produce one text based on their own and their peers’ previous genre-

analysis tasks. The aim of this collaborative writing task was twofold: on the cognitive level, 

it provided an opportunity to draw a tentative conclusion concerning writing practices in a 

specific discipline in business studies; on the writing level, it tested participants’ capacity to 

write, revise, and edit academic texts. Unlike in the two previous wiki assignments (i.e. the 

introductory text and the conference abstract), all participants wrote their texts under the 
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general title “Writing across disciplines”.  I assumed that it would be easier for them to detach 

themselves from the content of their texts and to pay closer attention to, and comment on, the 

overall text organization, grammatical correctness, coherence, and other formal aspects of 

writing.  

 

Discussion 

 

Although resulting in relatively short texts, online forum tasks required substantial 

preparation, involving genre analysis and evaluation of model texts. The results of these 

analyses had to be presented in a concise form, requiring students to improve their ability to 

summarize and organize information, which is a very useful skill for writing literature 

reviews. The quality of student analyses varied: some students produced more “list-like” 

descriptions, whereas others not only examined but also evaluated generic features in the 

model texts. Some students noticed only superficial aspects, such as text organization or 

lexicogrammatical features used to mark rhetorical moves, but others also related these to the 

underlying purpose and intended audience of a given text. This trend can be observed, above 

all, amongst master’s students who produced over 120 such analyses, a sufficient amount of 

data to justify this claim. Although less quantifiable, similar differences in the approach to  

genre-analysis tasks can be traced amongst doctoral students.  

 

Overall, judging from students’ reactions and the quality of their own writing in the final 

assignments, the introduction of regular online tasks was largely beneficial. Thus students 

appreciated having access to their peers’ work and approached genre-analysis tasks more 

diligently because they were displayed on a public forum. In fact, in both courses, students’ 

analyses began to take a more uniform rhetorical structure towards the end of the course (e.g. 

introducing model texts  analyzing generic feature in text(s) X  analyzing generic feature in 

text(s) Y  comparing X and Y), which can be interpreted as a sign of increasing genre 

awareness. Considering students’ final assignments (i.e. articles and research proposals), it 

can be argued that students are more likely to transfer the generic features they notice in 

model texts if they are required to complete regular genre-analysis tasks focusing on specific 

topics and share their findings in writing.  

 

Wikis were used in the doctoral course because a smaller number of participants made it 

possible to introduce a greater variety of tasks. However, compared to the online forum, the 
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wiki was not really exploited to its full potential. Although students published their own texts 

and commented on their peers, their comments primarily concerned content rather than 

writing per se and therefore did not lead to any substantial revisions. In the first assignment 

the revision and history tool was used primarily by the teacher to correct the introductory 

texts. The main problem with the course wiki, incorporated in the university e-learning 

platform, was its lack of functionality compared to, for example, MediaWiki, the Wikipedia 

engine. The institutional wiki did not allow students to insert hyperlinks or images (only 

URLs), and its revisions and history tool did not mark specific corrections but entire 

paragraphs. This shortcoming was discouraging for both students and the teacher.  

 

However, there was another factor that, in my view, affected students’ use of the wiki. Unlike 

undergraduate and master’s students, PhD candidates were more established in their field and 

had a “closer” relationship with their texts, whose writing they viewed as an individual 

activity.  Although they valued feedback and peer review, collaboration did not play a great 

part in their studies (which would probably be different for students of natural sciences who 

work in teams).  This somewhat self-centred attitude to writing and to individual text 

ownership seems to have hindered doctoral students’ performance in the meta-analysis task on 

the wiki. In fact, only one of the three groups made use of this software in the process of 

composing and revising their collaborative text. The other two groups simply divided the task 

(e.g. one generic feature per student) and then emailed individual contributions to the one 

responsible, who published a largely unrevised and unedited text on the wiki. When asked to 

review their work in class, these students immediately pointed out a lack of overall 

organization and coherence in the texts they produced: the paragraphs were not linked and a 

general line of argument was missing. These two texts were in striking contrast with the only 

text that was created and revised on the wiki, which was much more coherent and organized. 

Despite a small sample, this fact provides further support to the claim that writing on the wiki 

contributes to the production of more reader-friendly and audience-oriented texts (M. 

Kuteeva, in press). On the other hand, the students could have also found this final task 

difficult due to insufficient or incoherent findings in their genre-analysis tasks: it was difficult 

to draw conclusions based on a small sample of texts. This “inconclusive conclusion” was, in 

a way, an intended learning outcome of the task: to raise genre awareness rather than provide 

a “recipe” for successful writing. As one of the PhD course participants put it in a 

collaborative wiki text:     
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Structure is a funny thing; one can’t do without it and, at the same time, it’s the very first thing one has 
to get rid of when trying to create something (new). Sculptors like Richard Serra seem to spend most of 
their lives wrestling with structure – perhaps there is something to be learnt from this, even for a social 
scientist … (for glimpse of one of these works, cf. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ilWo7eWY73M) 
… What Serra catches here … is the difference between … allowing an idea or topic (a void) structure 
one’s writing … and … letting structure (material) provide space for, restrain, one’s idea or topic (the 
space between). This, in conclusion, is the structural difference between main stream papers within 
accounting / finance (type 1, 2) and more humanistically oriented (type 3) ditto. 

 

Due to a limited scope of this paper, there is not enough empirical evidence to claim that the 

introduction of online tasks resulted in any significant improvement of students’ academic 

writing skills, which is left for another study.  However, I have shown that these tasks provide 

students with regular exercise that contributes to raising their genre awareness.  
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Appendix 

Tasks for online fora and wiki 

Week 1. 
 

 Compare the structure of your five model texts and account for any differences you 
find; next, choose one text from another subject field for further comparison. Write 
about 200-word analysis and post it to the forum. 

 Write a short introductory text (about 500 words) about your research topic aimed at 
an educated non-specialist; include some references (and hyperlinks if possible) and 
post on the course wiki. 

 
Week 2. 
 

 Write a brief comment on one of the introductory texts written by your peers. Is the 
text clear and coherent? What do you like about it as a reader?  

 Analyse the uses and functions of citations in your model texts. Note what kind of 
reporting verbs are used and in what circumstances. Post your analysis (about 200 
words) in the ‘Citation practices’ thread on the forum. 

 
Week 3.  
 

 Write an abstract (about 350 words) for the Mini-conference and post it on the course 
wiki. 

 Read the chapter on “Data Commentary” from Swales & Feak (2004) and the Results 
and Discussion sections of your model texts. Write a short analysis of your model 
texts (about 200 words) and post it in the “Data Commentary” thread. 

 
Week 5.  
 

 Analyse the conclusion/concluding section in your model texts and post your analysis 
in the “Conclusions” thread. 

 Read all previous analyses of model texts that you and others posted on the online 
forum. What general conclusions can you draw concerning writing practices in your 
field of research? Draw a comparison with another field in business studies. Work 
with two more people from the group and write a collaborative text summing up your 
meta-analysis on the course wiki. 


