
Open Access Library Journal 
2018, Volume 5, e4648 
ISSN Online: 2333-9721 

ISSN Print: 2333-9705 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1104648  Nov. 26, 2018 1 Open Access Library Journal 
 

 
 
 

Students’ Use of Summary in a Writing about 
Writing Class 

Thomas Girshin 

Ithaca College, Ithaca, USA 

 
 
 

Abstract 
This study explores whether or not a Writing about Writing (WAW) course 
design has a positive bearing on students’ use of summary in their researched 
arguments. It hypothesizes that students will draw more on summary in their 
researched arguments, since students in WAW actively interpret a shared 
group of texts through the lens of the discourse community and thus have a 
higher level of comprehension of the source materials than if they sought out 
the source materials on their own. Borrowing the source-coding methods of 
the Citation Project (CP), the study provides data in response to the following 
questions: How do students use sources when asked to compose a written 
formal research project in the context of a course in which the sources they 
draw on are assigned as part of the course material? How does student source 
use, particularly with respect to summary writing, compare with available CP 
data in which students may or may not have drawn on assigned texts? Ulti-
mately, it finds that students in the WAW course draw on summary at a sig-
nificantly higher rate than in the CP. 
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1. Introduction 

Summary is an important part of academic discourse [1] and yet underused by 
first-year writers [2] [3]. The underuse of summary may be related to its diffi-
culty, as it requires writers to form an understanding of the source text far 
greater than other forms of borrowing [4]. Whereas even direct quotation with 
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little to no comprehension of the source text may be effective, even if accidental-
ly, and effective paraphrase requires only comprehension of the sentence(s) be-
ing paraphrased, summary of a text in its entirety requires a minimal level of 
understanding of that text in its entirety [3]. Students may avoid summary in 
their written work because they lack the necessary cognitive maps to carefully 
read and comprehend a text, or because they do not see reading comprehension 
on that level as necessary [5]. Early research on how students draw on source 
texts shows that students tend to summarize by paraphrasing what they perceive 
as “privileged” sentences, rather than on the main ideas in that text [4]. The 
same study shows that these sentences are chosen inconsistently, suggesting that 
there is little agreement among student readers as to what the most important 
details of a text may be. Indeed, Johns & Paz [6] indicate that students tend to 
have difficulty identifying the major structural components of source texts as a 
strategy for reading comprehension. 

The link between summary and reading comprehension is well established. 
Roig [7] [8] shows a direct correlation between use of summary and comprehen-
sion of source texts, and further that the quality of paraphrase, defined as draw-
ing on less source language, increases with text comprehension. Moreover, 
summary writing has been found a useful tool for assessing reading comprehen-
sion, since the cognitive strategies involved in summary parallel those involved 
in reading comprehension [5]. Anderson & Pearson [9] argue, understanding a 
text is not a matter of objective deciphering, but rather of situating that text 
within the reader’s subjective context. Accordingly, Hoye [10], Baba [11], and 
Gao [12] show a positive correlation between summary writing instruction and 
reading comprehension.  

Summary also appears to be deeply intertwined with analysis. Van Dijk & 
Kintsch’s study of summary writing processes suggests that textual analy-
sis—especially of structure—is necessary for summary writing, even though 
analysis may not lead directly to effective summary [13]. Moreover, the act of 
summarizing is itself complex, requiring sustained engagement with a text. 
Summary is the only intertextual strategy that asks the writer to present a read-
ing of the source text as a whole, and is the only intertextual strategy that re-
quires the writer to formulate an interpretation of a text at the level of its overall 
argument. Indeed, Baba’s [11] study of 68 Japanese undergraduates demon-
strates a pronounced link between sustained analysis of a text and the ability to 
write effective summaries of that text. The study indicates that writing effective 
summaries is more directly related to a reader’s analytical engagement with that 
text (e.g. writing out definitions of key words) than with such factors as one’s 
lexical breadth. 

The Citation Project, a multi-institution analysis of the textual borrowing 
practices of students in first-year writing, highlighted the importance of in-
creased attention to summary writing in first-year writing pedagogy [14]. While 
results of The Citation Project show that students are unlikely to use summary as 
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a strategy for engaging with sources in their researched argument papers, they 
do not account for certain input variables, such whether sources are chosen by 
the instructor or by the individual student writer. Other studies, on the other 
hand, look at compulsory summary writing in which subjects are asked to write 
summaries of source texts in order to participate in the study. Given that sum-
mary is so tightly correlated with important literacy practices such as reading 
comprehension and analysis, more research is necessary to determine whether 
or not a writer is more likely to choose to draw on summary writing when the 
source texts are overdetermined by the course instructor. One objective of the 
present study is to replicate, albeit on a much smaller scale, the analysis of The 
Citation Project while taking into account more details about the course from 
which the papers are drawn. Specifically, this study identifies the content of the 
course as a Writing about Writing (WAW) course, and also identifies whether 
source texts are first identified by the student or by the instructor. In this study, 
the majority of source texts was assigned as part of the reading list for the course, 
and were analyzed and discussed in class before students began working on the 
major writing project. A working hypothesis in the present study is that the 
WAW content of the course will provide students with the threshold level of 
comprehension necessary to significantly increase their use of summary as a 
borrowing strategy in their researched argument paper. The present study pro-
vides data in response to the following questions: 

1) How do students use sources when asked to compose a written formal re-
search project in the context of a course in which the sources they draw on are 
assigned as part of the course material? 

2) How does student source use in a WAW course, particularly with respect to 
summary writing, compare with available data in which students may or may 
not have drawn on assigned texts? 

Writing about Writing 

The course from which these papers were drawn asks students to learn about 
and ultimately make moves to join the Writing Studies discourse community. 
This is relevant because although students were supported in seeking sources 
beyond those assigned as part of the course itself, they nevertheless had a signif-
icant corpus of shared works on which to draw, as well as numerous class dis-
cussions of these works to help develop their interpretation of them. Students 
could be expected to have a better comprehension of these texts, not only be-
cause of opportunities to ask questions and make interpretations in class, but 
also—since assigned texts were in conversation with one another—because the 
comprehension of the texts was both cumulative and recursive. For example, a 
student’s comprehension of a text like Richard Rodriguez’s “A Public Language” 
would help with their comprehension of Gee’s “Literacy, Discourse, and Lin-
guistics: Introduction”, and vice versa [15]. In addition, because the course had a 
specific content component in which I was an expert, students may have been 
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able to draw much more heavily on assigned texts in their formal papers.  
Writing about Writing (WAW) is a loosely circumscribed approach to 

first-year writing that puts writing studies at the center of the course. The ap-
proach was probably publicized most with the appearance of the textbook Writ-
ing About Writing: A College Reader [15], which is the textbook assigned in the 
classes described in the present study, but was around well before 2011. Downs 
& Wardle [16] characterize the WAW approach as “Introduction to Writing 
Studies”. Because Writing Studies is a diverse field, with many interests and me-
thodologies, a first-year writing class following a WAW model can likewise take 
any number of diverse approaches. The point is that in a WAW course the focus 
“is always writing: how people use writing, how people learn to write, how ge-
nres mediate work in society, how ‘discourse communities’ affect language use, 
how writing changes across the disciplines, and so on. The research is about 
language, the discussions are about language, and the goal of the course is to 
teach students the content of our discipline” [17]. Wardle [17] argues that, be-
cause writing is such a complex activity that occurs within and is deeply affected 
by relevant activity systems, there is no possibility of teaching general writing 
skills. There is no such thing as writing in general, or even academic writing in 
general. Therefore, “specialized writing is best taught by reflective insiders who 
know the genres and their content, in the activity systems where those genres 
mediate (and are informed and shaped by) meaningful activities” [17]. This calls 
for a rigorous WAC strategy, which would help students write like a scholar in 
their fields of study. The role of FYW, to address its institutional mandate, to be 
ethically responsive to the needs of students, and to continue the scholarly mis-
sions of the field, is to teach students something about what it means to be a 
scholar, what it means to engage with experts in a field, as an expert. Wardle’s 
critiques of FYW’s mission to teach general writing skills in fact resonates with 
David Bartholomae’s [18] argument that the work of academic writing instruc-
tion is at least in part identity work, teaching students how to recognize and 
mimic the conventions of academic discourse. 

WAW emphasizes this sort of discourse familiarity by helping students to en-
gage in a writing studies discourse community. WAW “[introduces] students 
directly to what writing researchers have learned about writing and challenging 
them to respond by writing and doing research of their own” [15]. Thus, WAW 
takes writing studies itself as the content of FYW, rather than supplementing 
with writing instruction on top of some other course theme. One of the basic 
premises of WAW is that, by giving students opportunities to learn about writ-
ing studies research, conduct their own related research (including self-studies), 
and write in the genres of the field, WAW will [change students’] understand-
ings about writing and thus [change] the ways they write [15]. Given that dis-
course familiarity is directly related to reading comprehension, and that reading 
comprehension is directly related to summary writing, it may be that greater 
discourse familiarity would correlate with greater use of summary. To the extent 
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that WAW works to develop students’ familiarity with the discourses of writing 
studies, then, it is likely that students’ use of summary would be higher in a 
WAW course than when readings vary according to mode or theme, particularly 
in classes where students are individually responsible for identifying and making 
sense of their sources. I wondered if this familiarity would correlate positively 
with the use of summary in students’ formal work. Moreover, given that there 
has been some criticism of the WAW approach as insufficiently interesting for 
first-year students, I wanted to learn whether or not students needed to be espe-
cially interested in course material to engage highly with course texts. For this 
reason I administered a survey to measure student interest in the course texts. 

2. Methods 

This mixed-methods study draws in part on the methods of The Citation 
Project, though is not affiliated with that larger study. After obtaining IRB 
clearance, I gathered a random sample of 16 student papers written in three dif-
ferent first-year writing (FYW) courses at a Carnegie classified M1 university. 
Because there has been some question in the field whether or not WAW is too 
challenging for first-year students, I also administered a survey to the same stu-
dents to gather data about their attitudes toward course materials and writing 
opportunities [19] [20]. Each course began fully enrolled at 18 students, for a to-
tal of 54 students. Most students enrolled (42) were first-year students; 12 were 
sophomores. 

2.1. Coding 

Of the 54 students enrolled at the beginning of the semester, 3 withdrew from 
the course before the end of the semester, and thus did not turn in a final 
project. One other student remained in the class, but did not turn in the final 
project. The total number of students who had turned in projects that could be 
analyzed for the coding portion of the current project is 50. Out of these, 16 pa-
pers were randomly selected for analysis. Gender identity and other identifying 
information were removed from all the papers prior to randomization, and so 
are not relevant to this study. Randomization was achieved by assigning a nu-
merical value to each paper (1 - 50), and then generating a random string of 16 
numbers (out of the limit 1 - 50) using the random number generator at ran-
dom.org.  

Each course was taught by the author, and followed a Writing about Writing 
(WAW) pedagogical framework. The papers coded were composed in response 
to the final major course project, called Literacy Revised (Appendix 2). The 
project asks students to build on the prior work they had done in the class, in 
both their reading and writing assignments, to write a researched argument that 
engages current conversations in literacy and writing studies. Prior to the un-
dertaking of the Literacy Revised project, students were instructed in how to 
write summaries using the guidelines 1) read the original text carefully, taking 
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marginal notes as you read; 2) focus on the overall argument the text is making; 
3) provide only the most effective or important examples from the text; 4) avoid 
commenting on or adding to the original text; 5) write an opening that identifies 
the source and provides some context; and 6) keep the summary to no more 
than 500 words. Students worked on summary writing in class and as take home 
assignments. In addition, to help develop students’ abilities to identify the “ma-
crostructure” [6] of the source text students drew on the work of Johns [1] and 
Swales [21]—particularly the CARS structure adapted by Wardle and Downs 
[15]. 

The author worked with an undergraduate research assistant to code only the 
first five pages of these 16 randomly selected papers according to the scheme 
described in the CP: copying, not marked as quotation; copying, marked as quo-
tation; patchwriting; paraphrasing, and summarizing. The author chose to begin 
with the first page, rather than with the second page as in the CP, because the 
study had fewer papers to analyze and so limiting the amount of data to analyze 
was not an issue as it was in the CP. As with the CP, the present study defined 
patchwriting as drawing on source text with minor changes to syntax and dic-
tion, insufficient to effectively distinguish the borrowed language from source 
language [3]. As Howard suggests, patchwriting is a source-use strategy writers 
often draw on when faced with difficult situations [22]. Moreover, she suggests 
that patchwriting is an intermediate stage through which students pass as they 
work on entering new discourse communities [22]. As stated above, this study is 
concerned primarily with the use of summary. However, other forms of bor-
rowing from sources were also coded in order to help contextualize the use of 
summary.  

Following Howard, Serviss, and Rodrigue, the present study defined summary 
as “restating and compressing the main points of a paragraph or more of text in 
fresh language and reducing the summarized passage by at least 50%” [3]. To 
test for interrater reliability, each paper in the sample was coded independently 
by two coders. Interrater reliability for coding of all 83 codable instances of 
source borrowing was calculated using a simple percent agreement formula. A 
sample of text was considered codable only if both coders identified it as such 
independently. 

Coding proceeded by first identifying sentences in the paper that drew on 
other sources, as indicated by reference to a source in the text. For example, the 
sentence may end with a parenthetical citation, if direct quotation or paraphrase 
was the method of borrowing. In the case of summary, a sentence may introduce 
a source by title and author, and some transitional phrase may indicate where 
the summary ends. If no such phrase were found in the paper, coding would 
stop at the end of that paragraph. Any text that has neither a direct nor a paren-
thetical reference to a source text was not coded, even if the language was iden-
tical to or highly similar to a source text. As in the CP, each individual citation 
was numbered continuously from the first paper coded to the last. The source 
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used for each citation was also identified and labelled, as was the page in the 
original text from which the citation was sourced. If more than one source was 
mentioned in a single citation, this was noted as well [14]. 

2.2. Survey 

The survey consists of nine questions, including some questions asking about 
demographic information as well as questions designed to measure a basic level 
of positivity/negativity toward course texts and the extent to which a given stu-
dent would have liked more opportunity to pursue individual research on the 
subject of writing studies. See Appendix 1 for a copy of the survey questions in 
full. Students were first presented with informed consent forms, which apprised 
them of the nature of the study, implied risks, and of their freedom to opt out of 
any part of the study. Forty-three (43) students signed the consent form, and 39 
students completed the survey. Students completed the survey either online or in 
paper format, depending on their preference. Twenty-two (22) students com-
pleted the survey online; the remaining 17 completed it using the paper form. All 
but 1 of the 39 students completing the survey indicated their class standing as 
freshman; however, because some students came in with college credit from high 
school or transfer classes, they may have had sophomore standing, and would be 
counted as sophomores in the figures. Twenty-five (25) identified as female; 15 
identified as male. 

3. Results 
3.1. Survey Results 

The survey results show that student attitudes toward course texts were not 
overwhelmingly favorable. In Question 6, students responded to the statement “I 
enjoyed the assigned texts we read in this class” with a mean score of 2.513 on a 
scale of 1 - 5, with 1 being disagree strongly and 5 being agree strongly. Based on 
this score, students overall neither enjoyed nor did not enjoy course texts. They 
were indifferent to them. This indifference is qualified by student responses to 
Questions 8 and 9. Question 8 asked students to list their favorite texts from the 
class. Five students left this question blank, suggesting that 1) they could not 
think of their favorite text, 2) they did not have a favorite text, or 3) they did not 
wish to complete this portion of the survey. The remaining 34 students did re-
spond to this question, with half (17) choosing a single text from the class, and 
the remaining choosing a range of 2 (n = 10) to 5 (n = 1). The single most popu-
lar text assigned in the class was Gee (n = 8), followed closely by Johns (n = 7) 
and X (n = 7) (all in Wardle & Downs, 2011). Gee and Johns are both scholarly 
articles focused on academic discourse, while X is a portion of a memoir. 

Question 9 asked students for any additional comments. Many students used 
to this space to clarify their attitudes toward the course texts and their relation-
ship to writing. Several students expressed that the texts were “dry”, “boring”, 
and/or “long”. One student wrote: 
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This [is] the first time that I came in contact with academic pieces and dis-
courses on literacy like the ones we have been reading and I found them 
very difficult to understand because I wasn’t always sure how to approach 
them.  
Another student agreed that one reason the texts were not enjoyable was 
that they were difficult to understand. The student commented “Sometimes 
felt like the concepts were over my head, did not fully understand topics 
which lead [sic] to lack of understanding of the texts.  

Not a single student wrote that they enjoyed the texts, which given the res-
ponses to Question 6 is not surprising. Nevertheless, a trend emerges in the final 
comments in which students seem to appreciate what they learned from the 
texts, even though they did not enjoy them. For example, a student wrote that 
though the book was “boring”, it “felt necessary”. Another student wrote “I feel 
that although the texts were not particularly fun to read, they were very con-
structive and they helped me understand how to write in an academic setting”. 

Question 7 asks students to state the extent to which they agree with the follow-
ing statement, following the same numerical scale as in Question 6: “I wish I had 
the opportunity to pursue my own research (library or primary) related to writing 
about writing in this class”. The mean score in response to this question (2.514) 
was lower than that for the responses to Question 6 (2.542)—which shocked me. I 
say this because, as I was going over the surveys, inputting the data, I was sure the 
score for Question 7 was going to be significantly higher than Question 6. So when 
it came back the same I found myself double checking the numbers. 

Upon further analysis, it appears that student attitudes toward their own re-
search in the course differed in important ways from their attitude toward 
course texts. While the mean score for Question 7 is nearly identical to that for 
Question 6, both the median and mode are lower (see Table 1). This tells me 
that Question 7 was more polarizing than Question 6 (it also tells me that I was 
favoring the positive responses as I was entering the data). So, while overall stu-
dents were not especially interested in pursuing independent research, many in-
dividual students were eager to continue studying writing practices. Question 6 
had only three respondents choose a 4 in response, and no student chose a 5. 
Question 7, in contrast, had five students respond with a 4, and one student  
 
Table 1. Student interest in course texts compared with interest in student-conducted re-
search. 

 
To what extent do you agree  
with the statement “I enjoyed the  
assigned texts in this class”? 

To what extent do you agree with the  
statement “I wish I had more opportunity to  
pursue my own research (library or primary) 
related to writing about writing in this class”? 

Mean 2.542 2.514 

Mode 3 2 

Median 3 2 
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responded with a 5. Twice as many students were interested in pursuing more 
research than enjoyed the course texts. Of the six students who responded with a 
4 or higher to Question 7, five responded with a 2 for Question 6, and one re-
sponded with a 3. So, at least for these students, interest in pursuing further re-
search was significantly higher than their enjoyment of the course texts.  

3.2. Coding Results 

The total number of citations was 83. Of those, one instance was copying not 
marked, 30 were copying marked, 6 were classified as patchwriting, 11 were pa-
raphrasing, and 35 were summary. The average paper in this study had 5.19 cita-
tions, with a range of 2 - 11. The low incidence of copying suggests students un-
derstand their sources to a greater extent than if copying were their primary 
method of borrowing. Horning [23] and Roig [7] suggest that students who un-
derstand their sources are less likely to plagiarize. The relatively low level of 
patchwriting (7.23%), too, suggests that students in this cohort had a high un-
derstanding of their sources [23]. These figures are also in stark contrast with the 
results of the CP’s “Phase I Data” (P1), where students engaged in patchwriting 
at roughly double the rate. Even more striking however, is the difference in fre-
quency with which students summarized their source texts in the two studies. In 
fact, and in significant deviation from the results of P1, students in the present 
study (WAW) drew on summary more frequently than any other strategy. Just 
over 42% of the 83 citations studied were classified as summary (see Figure 1). 
In P1, 6.28% of the 1911 citations were classified as summary. 

Not only did individual students in WAW draw on summary as a strategy 
more frequently than in P1, more students in this group drew on the strategy in 
general. In P1, 40.80% of papers included at least one instance of summary, 
while in WAW 87.50% of the papers drew on summary at least once. Students in 
WAW did not just draw on summary more frequently, they also drew on sum-
mary in greater distribution throughout the paper. Looking across the entire 
sample, P1 shows summary only on pages three and four (Figure 2). 

3.3. Equations 

By contrast, instances of summary appeared on every page of the five pages 
coded in WAW (Figure 3). Moreover, while P1 summary use peaks on page 
three, WAW summary use peaks a full page earlier on page two (Figure 2 and 
Figure 3).1 

The WAW study also generated some data that, because correlating data from 
P1 isn’t available, can’t be compared to larger trends. Nevertheless, this prelimi-
nary indicator of student source-use may prove fruitful for further research. The 
pattern evident in the coding is that in 62.50% of papers coded, summary  

 

 

1The Citation Project begins coding at the second page of each paper, in order to “focus on the 
source use in the body of the paper where the students were most frequently engaging with re-
searched material” [2]. The current project begins coding on the first page of each paper. This dif-
ference does not affect where summary use peaks in either corpus of texts. 
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Figure 1. Incidence of different source use types, present study (WAW) and citation 
Project. 
 

 
Figure 2. Citation project phase 1 data. 
 
appeared in conjunction with or closely followed by another source-use strategy 
(i.e. copying with or without quotation, paraphrasing, or patchwriting). This 
kind of writing from sources using more than one method of borrowing may 
point to further engagement with the texts. Using multiple strategies indicates 
that the writer is asking the text to serve more than one purpose in her paper. 
For example, in the following excerpt from one of the papers studied, the writer 
draws on Wardle’s “Identity, Authority, and Learning to Write in New 
Workplaces” [15] in order to borrow one of her main arguments: that becoming 
a member of a community required one to facilitate a reciprocal understanding  
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Figure 3. Present study. 

 
of one’s role in that community. At the same time, the writer wants to move 
beyond that general argument in order to isolate a more specific aspect of it: that 
this often means taking on community values, even at the expense of your own.  

To belong in a new organization, in Wardle’s example, the “fresh meat” 
Alan had to find a place where he would succeed in doing his job. Alan 
failed to “accept his basic assumptions about what [was] valuable and ap-
propriate” in the discourse community, ultimately failing for the commu-
nity to work efficiently (527) (#5). 

Similarly, in the following excerpt from a different paper, the writer blends 
summary with direct quotation in order to contextualize an idea, and then build 
from a specific aspect of that idea.  

Richard Rodriguez, and his short article entitled “A Public Language” 
touches upon the difficulties of being immersed in a society in which the 
language was not familiar to him. Growing up in Sacramento in an all white 
neighborhood and school, only knowing Spanish, caused him much trouble 
as a child. At one point he references Spanish as his “private language” and 
discusses the implication of living in such a situation in which he can barely 
understand anyone (Rodriguez 194). Rodriguez also discusses how com-
fortable he feels at home while speaking his native language versus how 
uncomfortable he feels being the only non English-speaker in an Eng-
lish-speaking classroom. “For me there were none of the gradations be-
tween public and private society so normal to a maturing child. Outside the 
house was public society’ inside the house was private” (Rodriguez 196) 
(#12). 

In addition to approximating the source-use strategies of expert scholars, this 
type of multi-strategy borrowing suggests a relatively high level of familiarity 
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with and comprehension of the source text, in that it is able to make connections 
between the overall piece and some of is important details. 

4. Discussion 

The sample size (n = 16) and number of lines of prose analyzed (1852) is 
dwarfed by the larger CP study, which analyzed 17,600 lines of student work [2]. 
More research on the citation practices of students in WAW courses should be 
done, and this research should be compared with the ongoing research of the 
CP, which in its second phase is coding for input variables such as whether or 
not students are drawing on shared course texts. Nevertheless, the trends pre-
sented above are meaningful, because they point to a relationship between read-
ing and writing that is continuing to draw attention in the literature. The results 
emphasize what scholars in writing studies have long been arguing: that student 
source-use is based in large part on their knowledge of sources. This suggests 
that ethical arguments about plagiarism miss the mark when it comes to the vast 
majority of issues with student source use, in agreement with Valentine [24] and 
Horning [23]. Students draw on the writing strategies they do because—given 
how they understand the writing situation and their available responses—they 
actively or passively decide that these strategies are the best ones in that particu-
lar situation. At the 2012 Conference on College Composition and Communica-
tion, Anthropologist Susan Blum made the argument that the decisions students 
make—even those such as cheating and blatant plagiarism commonly consi-
dered unethical—are rational in that they are reasoned responses to a perceived 
situation (see also [25]). This view of the student as one who is struggling to 
succeed is at odds with popular notions of students looking to cheat out of sheer 
laziness or malice. It calls for pedagogical approaches that reward learning 
processes, and that better map proven learning strategies onto criteria for suc-
cess in the classroom.  

Given that summary use has been positively correlated with student learning, 
especially in terms of reading comprehension, and given its widespread use in 
published academic prose, it would be wise to pay greater attention to student 
use of summary in their writing projects. The increased use of summary as a 
textual strategy in the present study supports the possibility that students draw 
on summary more not only when they understand their sources better, but also 
when they better understand the rhetorical situation circumscribing those 
sources. While no large-scale studies of student attitudes to WAW courses have 
been published, the present study indicates that students are generally not im-
mediately interested in the subject matter. While students were not highly inter-
ested in the course texts, many did write that they found the texts useful, and 
several students seemed to be inspired by the class to conduct further research 
on writing—even when the same students did not find the course texts particu-
larly interesting.  

The study suggests, then, that students came to engage with texts in the field 

https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1104648


T. Girshin 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/oalib.1104648 13 Open Access Library Journal 
 

in a highly involved way. Several students wrote in survey responses that they 
found the texts useful, even if they did not enjoy reading them. While popular 
notions of reading as a pastime reflect a view that reading is only valuable if it is 
enjoyable, the present study indicates an appreciation for the scholarly work of 
writing. The widespread use of summary in the present study shows, too, that 
students were reading the texts, and actively working to build understanding of 
not only the texts, but also the discourse of which these texts are examples. Stu-
dents worked to involve themselves as members of the Writing Studies discourse 
community. Given this high level of involvement, it may be useful to rethink 
student engagement as a textual practice, rather than an emotional response to 
course content. Literature in writing studies has relied on the mostly implicit, 
and vague, definition that student engagement is an emotional or intellectual at-
tachment to classroom activities. Recent work in writing studies situates student 
engagement in terms of service learning and/or public discourse [26] [27] [28]. 
Engagement in those cases is synonymous with interaction. In related fields like 
Education, inquiries into student engagement often take the National Survey of 
Student Engagement (NSSE) or the College Student Experiences Questionnaire 
(CSEQ) either as their methodological starting point, or as their source of data 
on the subject. These studies tend to measure engagement in terms of time spent 
studying and relative levels of difficulty with course material. 

Porter, Rumann, and Pontius [29], along with Axelson & Flick [30], argue that 
studies of engagement need to move away from measures of students’ overall 
intellectual involvement with course phenomena—measures which “[obscure] 
some of the very phenomena [education researchers] seek to study”—and focus 
instead on specific ways students are being engaged in specific activities [30]. 
“That is, we might ask, ‘How do we engage (cognitively, behaviorally, and/or 
emotionally) type X students most effectively in type Y learning processes/contexts 
so that they will attain knowledge, skill, or disposition Z’” [30]. These more tar-
geted measures are necessary because, while general involvement in academic 
life, as measured by the NSSE for example, does correlate with several positive 
outcomes [31], it does not provide much information about the kinds of activi-
ties that lead to learning a given index in a given context. When it comes to 
writing, especially, it is important to know the specific instructional experiences 
that lead to the kinds of composing knowledge that is the stated learning out-
come of a typical first-year writing class (FYW). While no research on the rela-
tionship between general levels of student engagement in FYW and learning 
outcomes exists, I’m skeptical that students’ enthusiasm for any particular FYW 
class—when accounting for factors such as educational background, class, race, 
and gender, and student GPA—can predictably correlate with their learning 
outcomes in that class. For one thing, students’ enthusiasm for a particular 
course theme (e.g. globalization or popular culture) might promote more atten-
tion to content related to that theme—which at most institutions does not bear 
on course outcomes—at the expense of attention to matters of writing which do 
directly bear on course outcomes. 
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Given this call for more targeted measures of the intellectual work students 
are doing in a given class, I want to suggest that summary use may be the best 
tool for measuring student engagement. Following Porter, Rumann, and Pontius 
[29], then, and based on the results of the present study, students’ use of sum-
mary in FYW can be identified as a valid and effective measure of student en-
gagement, because it correlates with those mental tasks—reading comprehen-
sion and rhetorically aware composition—that bear most on learning outcomes. 
By redefining student engagement in FYC as student engagement with texts 
through writing, we can isolate use of summary to measure the extent to which 
students actively make meaning of texts, consider a text’s parts in relation to its 
overall argument and its overall argument in relation to other texts. Moreover, 
students’ use of summary is easily and accurately measurable through coding 
techniques, whereas relying on students’ perceptions of their engagement with 
texts is more problematic. Thus, the coding of student texts, especially those 
written at or near the end of the semester, may be an effective measure of stu-
dent engagement with texts.  
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Appendix 1 

Survey of Attitudes Toward Writing about Writing. 
I am conducting a study concerning students’ use of sources in a first-year 

academic writing course with a Writing about Writing focus. Please complete 
this brief survey concerning your attitudes toward the course materials and 
projects. You may leave any questions blank and/or stop filling out this survey at 
any time.  

When you have completed the consent form and/or survey, please place 
it/them in the envelope marked “Source Use Pilot” distributed with these forms. 
Please submit a survey only if you have signed the consent form. You may return 
a blank or incomplete survey.  

DO NOT FILL OUT THIS SURVEY IF YOU ARE NOT AT LEAST 18 
YEARS OLD. 

Please tear off this cover page and keep for your records. Thank you for help-
ing me with this project. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
1) Name: 
Knowing your name will help me contextualize source use in the papers. 

However, you may choose to skip this question and continue to fill out the rest 
of the survey. 

2) Class standing when enrolled in this course: 
Freshman 
Sophomore 
Junior 
Senior 
Other 
3) Gender 
Male 
Female 
Prefer not to say 
Other 
4) What is your major? 
5) In addition to Academic Writing I in which you are currently enrolled, 

what writing courses have you taken in college? 
Include other writing courses in which you are currently enrolled. Include 

Academic Writing I if this is not your first time taking it. 
6) To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 
I enjoyed the assigned texts we read in this class. 
Disagree Strongly 
1 
2 
3 
4 
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5 
Agree Strongly 
7) To what extent do you agree with the following statement? 
I wish I had more opportunity to pursue my own research (library or primary) 

related to writing about writing in this class. 
Disagree strongly 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
Agree strongly 
8) List your favorite texts we read in this class. 
9) Additional comments about course texts. 
Include any additional comments in relation to the required texts in this 

course. 

Appendix 2 

Unit 3 Project Description—Literacy Revised 
Project Goals 

 Become adept at the thesis/support arrangement pattern. 
 Gain fluency in intertextuality as a discourse convention, including the effec-

tive use of Metadiscourse, citation, and MLA format. 
 Situate an argument within a specific, ongoing, conversation. 
 Draw on personal experience as evidence. 
 Draw on relevant texts as evidence. 
 Effectively use summary, paraphrase, and direct quotation as invention 

strategies. 
 Effectively use analysis and reflection as revision strategies. 

Introduction 
This semester we have looked at literacy in a number of different ways: by ex-

ploring our personal literacy histories and the literacy histories of others, by en-
gaging in peer review and conversations about writing, by studying the concept 
of discourses and how these affect the way we work with language, by studying 
and practicing invention, arrangement and revision strategies, etc. One thing we 
have seen is that literacy allows us not only to consume texts, but also to partici-
pate in and contribute to the discussions that inform our lives as literate people. 
Our final course paper gives you the opportunity to revisit each of these methods 
of exploration to create a claim-driven, source-based text relevant to course 
concepts and practices. 

Assignment 
For this project you will reflect on our reading, writing, and discussion activi-

ties this semester in order to make a well-supported claim about some aspect of 
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literacy. One of the main purposes of the assignment is to enter an ongoing 
conversation concerning literacy in the United States. Thus, your piece will work 
to define literacy in a way that is contextualized by some aspect or aspects of the 
conversation(s) in which you have engaged in this course. 

Think back over your experiences, your writing, your insights, and our read-
ings as you gather material and ideas for the paper. Ultimately, you will use 
course texts, your literacy experiences, insights from your previous papers (in 
this and other courses), and other appropriate materials to create an analysis that 
helps us to revise some specific ideas about literacy. Remember that analysis is 
often critique or inquiry-based—it doesn’t take anything for granted. You want 
your paper to make a claim that is relevant to discourses of literacy as we have 
engaged them throughout the semester, and to support that claim with compel-
ling evidence. 

Your paper must be 6 - 8 pages long, use and cite sources appropriately and 
correctly, and contribute to the on-going scholarly discussions of literacy in the 
U.S. 

Evaluation Criteria 
MINIMUM STANDARDS (e.g. a “C” paper): 
Focus 
Makes a claim, but may not be specific or sufficiently relevant to discourses 

concerning literacy. 
Purpose of text may be unclear. 
Draws on at least one course text related to literacy. 
Draws on personal experience related to literacy. 
Working definition of literacy (may be explicit or implicit) is not fully fleshed 

out. 
Development 
Engage a text from the course related to literacy, but not in a substantial way. 

Include only minor direct quotation and/or paraphrase. Little or poorly devel-
oped summary. Analysis is minimal, unreasonable, or ineffectual. 

Personal experience is poorly developed with detail, and may bear little or in-
sufficient relation to claim. May use description, storytelling, and/or reflection 
only minimally or ineffectually. 

Piece sometimes wanders from the claim in a way that appears unintentional. 
Arrangement 
Arrangement pattern is recognizable, but not effective given purpose and au-

dience. 
Paragraphing seems haphazard or unintentional. 
Metadiscourse is used rarely and/or ineffectually. 
Relationships among paragraphs are sometimes unclear. Paragraph sequenc-

ing is not effective. 
Grammar and Mechanics 
Sometimes obscure meaning, or make reading difficult. 
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EXCEEDS STANDARDS (e.g. a “B” paper): 
Focus 
Make a claim that is both specific and sufficiently relevant to discourses con-

cerning literacy. 
Draw effectively on at least one course text related to literacy. Choice of text(s) 

is apt given purpose and audience. 
Draw effectively on personal experience related to literacy. Choice of personal 

experience is apt given purpose and audience. 
Working definition of literacy (may be explicit or implicit) appears reasonable 

and effectively interrelated to text’s purpose and claim. 
Development 
Engages a text from the course related to literacy in a substantial way. Include 

sustained direct quotation and/or paraphrase and/or summary. Analysis is rea-
sonable and developed. 

Personal experience is developed with detail in such a way as to directly sup-
port the claim. Draw effectively on storytelling, description, and/or reflection. 

Piece rarely wanders from the claim in a way that appears unintentional. 
Arrangement 
Arrangement pattern is recognizable, and reasonably effective given purpose 

and audience. 
Paragraphing seems intentional. 
Metadiscourse is used in a way as to add clarity and persuasiveness. 
Relationships among paragraphs are typically clear. Paragraph sequencing is 

effective. 
Grammar and Mechanics 
Rarely obscure meaning, or make reading difficult. 
SURPASSES EXPECTATIONS (e.g. an “A” paper): 
Focus 
Make a claim that reveals a high level of engagement in the discourse.May 

challenge prevailing opinions in the discourse. 
Build substantially on at least one course text related to literacy. Choice of 

text(s) is apt given purpose and audience. 
Draw compellingly on personal experience related to literacy. Choice of per-

sonal experience is apt given purpose and audience. 
Working definition of literacy (may be explicit or implicit) appears reasonable 

is essential to text’s purpose and claim. 
Development 
Engages a text from the course related to literacy in a highly substantive way. 

Include sustained direct quotation and/or paraphrase and/or summary. Analysis 
indicates a sophisticated understanding of the texts as part of an ongoing dis-
course reflected in the course. 

Personal experience is developed with detail in such a way as to directly sup-
port the claim. Storytelling, description, and/or reflection are highly compelling. 
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Piece does not wander from the claim, unless it is in a way that appears inten-
tional. 

Arrangement 
Arrangement pattern is innovative, and highly effective given purpose and 

audience. 
Paragraphing appears intentional and effective. 
Metadiscourse is used in a way that appears natural, and adds clarity and per-

suasiveness. 
Relationships among paragraphs are clear and overtly developed. Paragraph 

sequencing is highly effective. 
Grammar and Mechanics 
Never obscure meaning, or make reading difficult.  
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