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This dissertation adds to the growing body of research on L2 academic discourse 

socialization in classroom contexts. Although the importance of students' writing in 

socializing them into their target discourse communities has been well documented, much 

less has been made of how students learn through online activities when the division 

between more and less knowledgeable individuals are blurred. Addressing this gap, this 

qualitative extended case study explored the experiences and perspectives of novice L2 

graduate students in academic literacy practices that involved online writing activities. 

The focal participants included five first-year female graduate students from different 

cultural backgrounds enrolled in a graduate class during fall 2008 semester. Data sources 
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included interviews with focal students and with the professor, class observations, field 

notes, questionnaires, handouts, and students' reflective essays.  

Anchored in language socialization theories (Duff, 1996, 2003; Schieffelin & 

Ochs, 1986) and the notion of community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 

1998), this study provides an ecological perspective on these five L2 students' 

socialization into academic literacy activities. The findings revealed how the students 

negotiated competence, relations, and identities to participate legitimately as competent 

members of their classroom communities. This study also contributes to an understanding 

of the changing role of novice learners in a given academic community by analyzing how 

they variably exercise their agency and develop their subject positioning in academic 

literacy activities that are imbricated in social, cultural, and discoursal contexts. 

Ultimately, this study enriches the notions of academic discourse socialization by 

demonstrating the dialogic and transformative nature of academic literacy practices 

mediated by online discourses in order to highlight ever more contextual information.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

Some scholars have conceptualized learning as coming to know how to 

participate in the discourse and practices of a particular community (e.g., Cobb, 1994; 

Lantolf, 2000; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). In this view, individual graduate 

students participate in numerous academic communities (Fish, 1980; Michaels & 

O’Connor, 1990), ranging from scholarly disciplines to groups of people sharing a 

common academic interest, to particular classrooms. These communities provide 

cognitive tools that students adopt and appropriate as their own through their personal 

efforts to make sense of academic literacy experiences.  

From a social perspective, a central goal of higher education is to familiarize 

students with various academic communities, equipping them with literacy competency 

in using the concepts and the forms of reasoning and argument that characterize those 

communities (Lampert, 1990; Resnick, 1988). This perspective leads to the question of 

what kinds of discourse communities are established in graduate classes that prepare 

students who aspire to become fuller members of a specific discipline. Swales (1990) 

suggested that although an academic class is unlikely to be a discourse community at the 

outset, the “hoped-for outcome is that it will form a discourse community” (p. 32). 

Mercer (2000), drawing on the work of Swales (1990) as well as the work of Lave and 

Wenger (1991), also speculated about the potential of thinking about community in 

relation to schooling. Inspired by the work of these scholars, I saw graduate learning in 

this study as being as much a matter of enculturation into a community’s ways of 

thinking and dispositions as being the result of explicit instruction in specific concepts, 

skills, and procedures. 



 2 

As for the contours of graduate education, Prior (1994) explained that “students’ 

production of texts, and professor and peer response to those texts are activities central 

to” academic discourse socialization because these activities “provide an opportunity 

space for socialization into discursive practices, represent a central medium for the 

display of disciplinarity, and mediate the reproduction of disciplinary social structures as 

students achieve relative levels of success and visibility” (p. 489). Of crucial importance 

is learners' participation in academic literacy events, given that literacy practices 

penetrate academic learning across disciplinary fields. As is recognized by L2 writing 

researchers, it is a challenging and complex process to become literate in new discourse 

traditions especially when taking place in one's second language and when the culture 

encountered may differ from L2 learners' expectations (e.g., Belcher & Braine, 1995; 

Leki, 2003; Shi & Beckett, 2002; Zamal & Spack, 2004; Zhu, 2001). 

Very often, non-native graduate students, have difficulty in mastering essential 

“invisible discourse” conventions, which appear under the surface of the discourse. It 

may also be difficult for native speaking students to acquire these conventions (Casanave, 

1995; Prior, 1998). If students should prove less able to adopt the codes and conventions 

of their disciplines, they risk being relegated to the margins of the academic community, 

compromising their ability to acquire the skills and credentials necessary for fuller 

participation in their fields (Bartholomae, 1985; Bizzell, 1982).  

For these reasons, issues of academic discourse socialization have recently been 

discussed widely in second language learning, applied linguistics, L2 writing studies, and 

other related fields. L2 researchers in these fields have approached academic discourse 

socialization with a variety of theories and methodologies. According to Morita (2004), 

research on academic discourse socialization follows two main directions – that is, 

product-oriented and process-oriented approaches. The aim of the product-oriented 
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approach is to identify “what learners need to know to participate competently in a given 

academic community” whereas the goal of the process-oriented approach is more on 

“how students are socialized” (Morita, 2004, p. 574). With regard to the product-oriented 

approach, researchers have focused on the kinds of academic genres, rhetorical and 

linguistic conventions, as well as tasks that are assigned in different disciplines and the 

related academic and language skills. Researchers who take the process-oriented 

approach, on the other hand, attempt to examine “the situated or socially and temporally 

constructed process by which newcomers become socialized into academic discourses at 

various levels of schooling” (Morita, 2004, p. 574). My study was illuminated by the 

research from a process-oriented approach that regards academic discourse socialization 

as not “predictable and unidirectional” but a “conflictual process of negotiation”(Morita, 

2000, p. 279). 

Although both approaches, product- and process-oriented, have proved useful, I 

want to give a rationale as to why I chose the process-oriented approach for this study. 

First, it is generally believed that graduate students learn their discipline's values and 

standards routinely as part of being socialized into their academic content, even though 

these are rarely taught explicitly through course content. Rather, these matters are 

embedded in other contexts: between the lines in feedback on students’ written papers, in 

class discussions, and in gossip passed on by more advanced students. Accordingly, such 

academic learning is not represented well by models of acquisition that have been 

prominent in a cognitive tradition. Such learning is more familiar to proponents of the 

participation metaphor that examines academic learning as a process of participation in 

various cultural practices and shared learning activities. Adherents of the participation 

metaphor are focused on activities (knowing) rather than on outcomes or products 

(knowledge) (Paavola, Lipponen, & Hakkarainen, 2004). In this vein, both knowledge 



 4 

and knowing cannot be separated from situations where they are used or where they take 

place, and academic learning is seen as a matter of participation in practices and actions 

(Anderson, Reder, & Simon, 1997; Greeno, 1997), "enculturation" (Brown, Collins, & 

Duguid, 1989), "academic discourse socialization" (Duff, 2007; Morita, 2000, 2004; 

Morita & Kobayashi, 2008), or “legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave & Wenger, 

1991; Wenger, 1998). 

The “situatedness” of learning and cognition has been described by several 

researchers including Vygotsky (1978), and Brown, Collins, Duguid (1989) and Lave and 

Wenger (1991). The idea of cognitive apprenticeship, that a learner typically acquires 

new skills by being an apprentice under the guidance of a master, is a basic idea of the 

theory of situated learning. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) notion of legitimate peripheral 

participation expanded this concept by highlighting the impact on the learning outcome 

of factors such as the fruitfulness of the relationship between the learner and the master, 

the role of the community in which the learner seeks membership, and whether the 

learner is an active participant in the learning community (Belcher, 1994). 

Second, in recent L2 literature, there has been a growing call for an approach that 

permeates the multiplicity of discourses, perspectives, and realities in a given social 

context (Lather, 1991). As Brown and Duguid (2000) stated, “Practice is an effective 

teacher and community of practice is an ideal learning environment” (p. 127). Learning 

from a “community of practice” perspective is congruent with notions of situated 

cognition (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989), where contexts—the social practice and 

activity structures underpinning the practice—are fundamentally interwoven with 

cognition and learning.  

Third, the exploration of the process of gaining membership in an academic 

discourse community is wholly developed on a foundation of academic literacy, context 
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and nature of language in a discipline, expertise and expert communities, and the expert 

academic writer in disciplinary communities. Academic socialization of novice graduate 

students into discourse communities is thus a lengthy process that can be 

“transformative” (Belcher & Braine, 1995), suggesting that a process-oriented approach 

is more appropriate in capturing how learners change over time. Furthermore, academic 

discourse socialization refers not only to novices being initiated, but also to the continual 

processes whereby relative newcomers and relative old-timers reproduce and re-invent 

themselves, their practices, and their communities (Prior, 1998).  

In this study, therefore, I investigated the discourse socialization of L2 graduate 

learners by employing a qualitative, process-oriented approach. My study documented 

the initial period of this process, that is, during the first semester of novices’ graduate 

studies, but I see my results as representative of the continuum and the struggles 

associated with “academic literacy for all.” Given that texts lie at the heart of this 

intersection in academic settings in higher education, learning to read and write in a 

graduate content course involves “living through concrete histories of reading, writing, 

talking about and using texts in the heterogeneous domains of a social practice, and then 

drawing on and transforming those histories to act with others in the present and project 

some desired future” (Prior, 2001, p. 79).  

The study also represented my attempt to address a lack of research into online 

academic language use – another form of “intellectual discussion” (Tracy, 1997, p. 3). 

Many of the studies on academic discourse socialization (e.g., Bartholomae, 1985; 

Casanave, 1992, 1995; Ivanic, 1998; Prior, 1998) has heavily turned to writing literacy 

activities (e.g, academic genre writing), with a handful of studies (e.g., Hall, 1993; 

Morita, 2000, 2004) about oral activities (e.g., conference presentation). Several studies 

have examined the implications of student-supervisor interpersonal and textual 
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interactions in students’ efforts at producing writing acceptable to their target research 

community (Blakeslee, 1997; Casanave, 1995; Dong, 1996; Prior, 1995). Other studies 

have documented how newcomer students’ proactive participation in their learning 

community can lead to the success of their academic discourse socialization (Belcher, 

1994; Casanave, 2002; Hirvela & Belcher, 2001; Schneider & Fujishima, 1995). 

However, these studies have mainly focused on hierarchical and dyadic relationships 

between students and the professor (or mentor) in relation to the printed texts; there has 

been little exploration into academic discourse socialization in online community 

contexts where a more equal distribution of power and authority occurs among 

participants. In their academic life, one of the basic premises for transnationalized higher 

education is to develop academic literacy and communication skills in computer-

mediated discourse, which is key to meet the challenges of the present and future 

academic, social and workforce spaces in this borderless academic world (Warschauer, 

1999).  

There is thus a growing need to examine L2 learners' academic socialization 

through their participation in computer-mediated academic literacy practices. By 

employing a community of practice perspective (Lave & Wenger, 1998) and the theory of 

second language socialization, my study was an attempt to demonstrate how CMC space 

mediates L2 learners' academic discourse socialization and is closely related to issues of 

identities, difference, and agency. 

WHY FOCUS ON COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION 

In this study, I looked into the ways CMC contexts factor into graduate students' 

academic literacy experience in a graduate classroom, therein enculturating them into 

their new academic community. There were several reasons for the focus I took.  
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One reason is that technology is increasingly becoming a part of the classroom 

ecology, by which is meant “interactions between teachers, students, curricular materials, 

pedagogical and assessment practices, and tools and techniques, as mediated by the 

underlying premises of the artifacts, and the knowledge, abilities, attitudes, perceptions, 

and beliefs of the social agents” (Minstrell & Stimpson, 1996). As Lam and Kramsch 

(2003) put it, CMC is no longer a matter of “the exclusive target of imperative knowledge 

(Abelson & Sussman, 1985) for the processing of information”: it is matter of “seemingly 

transparent environment for trying to control the global complexities and contradictions it 

has in part created” (p. 144). In line with the surge of interest in the sociocognitive and 

sociocultural aspects of SLA, knowing a language is regarded as interacting in the 

language with others engaged in a common activity therein mastering the language of a 

shared social group (Atkinson, 1987).  

These social interactions are believed to be fundamental to academic discourse 

socialization. Particularly, computer- mediated communication is becoming an integral 

part of higher education, providing students with more opportunities to interact with 

instructors and peers (Kang, 1998). Bruce and Hogan (1998) have emphasized the 

importance of looking more closely at how technologies are utilized in particular settings. 

This activity furthers an in-depth inquiry into what occurs when CMC enters the 

classroom culture, especially related to L2 students' participation in academic literacy 

events.  

Second, what has been presented in the CMC literature differs fundamentally 

from the positivist program in higher education with its emphasis on technical rationality 

and nonproblematic portrayal of the knowledge to be acquired. By participating in the 

discursive activities of online written communications, learners are socialized into the 

ways of knowing and the practices of an academic life world. The main challenge for 
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educators lies in fostering a critical perspective on academic culture among students. To 

develop such a perspective, students will need to be aware of the varied purposes of 

disciplinary knowledge, its limitations, and the bases on which its claims are made. A 

crucial challenge for a classroom community is therefore to make these epistemological 

features an explicit focus of discourse and hence to familiarize learners with a critical 

perspective on academic ways of knowing. A technologically sophisticated collaborative 

learning environment could provide advanced support for a distributed process of inquiry 

(Lehtinen, Hakkarainen, Lipponen, Rahikainen, & Muukkonen, 1999). And it could 

facilitate the evolution of a learning community’s knowledge as well as the 

transformation of the participants’ epistemic stances through a socially distributed 

process of inquiry (Lehtinen et al., 1999). Hence it seems possible to speculate that 

adaptation of cognitive practices and appropriation of more advanced processes of 

inquiry can be derived from the creation of online learning communities that mediate all 

stages of the process of inquiry, not just the end products.  

Third, a prominent theme in recent research on online L2 learning and interaction 

is that of literacy development and, in particular, the relationship of literacy to identity 

(Kramsch, A'Ness, & Lam, 2000; Lam, 2000, 2003; Warschauer, 2000a, 2000b, 2001). 

Researchers (e.g., Kramsch, A'Ness, & Lam, 2000) have demonstrated how the concept 

of authorship is changing in new media, with students empowered not only to author 

texts but also to help rewrite the rules by which texts are created. This ability develops 

new possibilities of agency, that is, the power to take meaningful action and see the 

results of one’s decisions and choices (Kern, Ware, & Warschauer, 2004). This body of 

CMC- related ethnographic work has important implications for the exploration of the 

academic socialization process. Because learners do not just speak a language but speak 

from particular social positions, researchers should be concerned with how learners can 



 9 

use their available linguistic, cognitive, and social resources to negotiate the linguistic, 

interactional, and cultural demands of electronic literacy. Access to those resources for 

meaning negotiation becomes a part of multiple literacy experiences. 

It is important to note that there has been a shift from traditional literacy to 

literacies (or multiliteracies) in both L1 and L2 literacy studies, foregrounding the 

“multiple approaches to knowledge” (Zamel & Spack, 1998, p. ix). As Zamel and Spack 

argued, 

Collectively, classroom experiences across the curriculum require that students 
become fluent in multiple ways of reading and writing. In other words, students 
are expected to be conversant in a variety of academic literacies. (pp. ix-x) 

Evidently, what is important about language and literacy development in 

computer-mediated discourse is not just the ability to read and write in comprehensible 

language, but also the ability to negotiate new roles and identities that can be pivotal to 

learners’ enculturation in locally and historically situated academic practices. This 

perspective on literacy reflects the “New Literacy Studies” trends (Barton, 1994; Gee, 

1996; Street, 1984), and moves to a look beyond the traditional cognitive aspects by 

considering the social contexts and the ideological orientations in which acts of literacy 

are fostered and enacted (Wiley, 2005, citing Gee, 2001). Depending, in part, on whether 

professors and course instructors enhance learners' participation as creative producers of 

these hybrid texts and as agents of purposeful communication and action, socialization 

and identity construction in a community of electronic discourse can either be facilitated 

or restricted.  

Furthermore, although a few well-documented investigations of knowledge 

building do exist, sufficient description concerning the nature and evolution of 

knowledge building practices and discourse is relatively sparse. Electronic environments 
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have been vigorously touted as having potential for building communities of practice in 

which students and the teacher are generating meaning while gradually becoming fuller 

participants. According to Stahl (1999), one of the significant knowledge-building 

environments is an electronic media system that supports socially distributed knowledge, 

aiming to advance students’ discussions from personal opinions to collaborative 

knowledge. Indeed, students in specific disciplines need to learn how to interpret and 

present their work for readers as well as for their teachers, positioning themselves in an 

academic community that is increasingly electronically linked.  

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

Although much of the previous L2 literature in the area of academic discourse 

socialization has mainly turned to academic writing activities and oral presentations, this 

study makes contributions by investigating the nature of academic online discourses, with 

a focus on group discussions in a graduate content course. By doing so, my study 

attempts to make a significant bridge between computer-mediated communication and 

academic discourse socialization. In classroom settings, many studies on CMC during the 

last decade has focused on the benefits of CMC regarding its function that can change 

traditional power structures in the classroom and provide learning opportunities for 

students. However, no CMC studies in higher education contexts attempted to explore L2 

learners' academic discourse socialization through online writing activities.  

 Earlier L2 research investigated CMC primarily through the lenses of previous 

forms of spoken or written interaction. My study attempts to provide a better 

understanding of how the affordances of computer communication problematize some of 

the earlier notions of interaction, culture, identity, and literacy within an academic 

classroom community, inspired by the recent trends of literacy highlighting that  
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a focus on language and literacy development as situated social processes ... 
involves understanding the acquisition of language and literacies as always 
occurring in and through interactions with others in specific contexts (Hawkins, 
2005, p. 60) 

Furthermore, the findings of the study should be of interest to a critical line of 

research that explores L2 academic socialization through classroom activities within 

content courses.  

This study suggests that educators in higher education should use computer 

technology not so much to teach the same thing in a different way, but rather to help 

students enter into a new realm of “intersubjective meaning-making” (Suthers, 2006), 

viewing their expanding repertoire of identities and communication strategies as 

resources in an academic discourse socialization process. The study presented here 

contributes to this growing body of research by employing the notion of communities of 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and the theories of second language 

socialization (Duff, 2003; Ochs, 1988; Zuengler & Cole, 2005) to illustrate and explain 

the complex and dynamic ways that non-native novice students negotiated their 

participation in their graduate class.  

 Contributing to a progression of recent L2 scholarship that has examined the 

connections between linguistic development and sociocultural contexts and relationships 

(e.g., Belcher, 1994, 1997; Casanave, 1995; 2002; Norton, 2000), my study concentrates 

on the ways ESL graduate students’ academic literacy competencies are thriving in the 

computer-mediated discourse that links with larger social, rhetorical, and cultural 

contexts and then shapes their academic participation. Although academic socialization 

certainly concerns broad disciplinary norms and conventions, this study focuses on the 

more locally situated and immediately created web of interactions and relationships that 

can either constrict or support learners’ academic participation. Accordingly, this project 
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enriches notions of ESL writers by exploring how they, as much as the computer-

mediated discourse they produce, are situated in socially, culturally, and rhetorically 

complex fields of academic literacy practice.  

Another contribution of this study is to expose the underlying meaning of non-

native students' silence as interpreted from their own perspectives. In the field of 

intercultural communication, linguistics, and second language studies, there has been a 

growing interest in “a culture of silence” (Jaworski & Sachdev, 1998, p. 276) in 

multicultural classroom environments (e.g., Blimes, 1994; Duff, 2001, 2002a, 2002b; 

Goldstein, Schecter, & Pon, 2002; Harklau, 1994; Sacks et al., 1974; Tannen & Saville-

Troike, 1985). Previous studies on silence have captured the community- specific and 

context-dependent use of silence, providing valuable insights into silence in local context 

of interaction. This study attempts to make a contribution by examining L2 students' 

choice between talk and silence in class discussions, mainly turning to the perspectives of 

L2 students themselves, thereby suggesting how their negotiation of talk and silence 

takes place and what kinds of factors are at play in such choice. 

Finally, this study aims to make some pedagogical contributions in relation to the 

issues of students' classroom participation in multicultural classrooms. It is hoped that the 

findings will benefit instructors and universities receiving non-native students. In 

particular, professors and instructors facing issues of meeting the diverse expectations 

and needs of non-local students from different backgrounds are likely to benefit from my 

analysis and suggestions related to instructions and students' L1 academic literacy 

practices about which they may not be critically aware. Raising awareness of these issues 

may help them to innovate and diversify some of their routine instructional practices 

better to serve the needs of a culturally and linguistically diverse student population.  
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ORGANIZATION OF THE DISSERTATION 

Chapter 2 presents the conceptual framework of the study that guided this 

investigation, namely, legitimate peripheral participation in communities of practice 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) and the theory of second language socialization, 

and reviews previous scholarship on academic discourse socialization and relevant CMC 

literature. The research questions are introduced and the qualitative case study methods 

selected for the study are discussed in Chapter 3. This chapter also describes the research 

site and the focal participant profiles, and the different data sources and analysis 

procedures. Issues of trustworthiness of this qualitative study are also addressed.  

In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I present the major findings of the study, highlighting 

multifaceted and yet interrelated aspects of the L2 graduate students' classroom 

experiences. In Chapter 4, I explore the nature of L2 academic discourse socialization 

embedded in asynchronous CMC activities. Chapter 5 is concerned with the meanings 

and factors associated with silence in the classroom by taking into account the emic 

perspectives provided by the thoughts and feelings of the L2 learners themselves. I try to 

explore in this chapter the intricate relationship between talk and silence in interaction. 

Chapter 6 analyzes focal students' participation roles when they were engaged in the 

computer lab synchronous chat. It also includes their own perspectives on their ongoing 

learning related to a specific literacy activity, in this case, synchronous chat. Chapter 7 

furthers the discussion of the findings and finally concludes this dissertation with a 

discussion of the study's limitations, the theoretical implications of this work, 

implications for research in the areas of CMC and the multicultural classroom, and 

pedagogical recommendations for teachers. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Following recent trends in SLA, L2 researchers' agendas have widened to take 

into account social processes and other contextual factors involved in L2 learners' 

academic experiences, rather than solely concentrating on the linguistic and cognitive 

processes involved in acquiring a second language. This study is thus situated in the L2 

applied linguistics field that views language learning as a social, cultural, and temporal 

activity rather than individual, ahistorical, and cognitive processing. The current project 

was an investigation of L2 learners' academic discourse socialization through their 

classroom experience, particularly focusing on CMC writing activities as primary 

academic literacy events. Several theories of learning informed my conceptualization of 

the study as a whole and need to be discussed in order to frame the findings that will be 

presented in later chapters.  

First, community of practice perspective is relevant to my study because this 

analytical framework maintains that interaction is pivotal in academic discourse 

socialization, and because CMC discussions are inherently interactive. Among several 

theories of learning that have posited the learning task as transformational of the nature of 

learning, I chose to focus on situated learning or legitimate peripheral participation (Lave, 

1993; Lave & Wenger, 1991), and this is what I review in the first section. Second, I 

discuss how language socialization theory, in conjunction with a community of practice 

perspective, looks closely at online language use as a form of social action. From this 

perspective, I can demonstrate how L2 learners are socialized into an academic discourse 

community. These first two sections represent the theoretical frameworks that I use in 

this study.  
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Third, in order to relate my study to the larger academic conversation in which it 

participates, I present previous scholarship on academic discourse socialization in higher 

education, and I follow the section with a presentation of the relevant literature on 

computer-mediated communication. 

LEGITIMATE PERIPHERAL PARTICIPATION IN A COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE 

To conceptualize academic discourse socialization for graduate students, it is 

useful to turn to the construct of legitimate peripheral participation in Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) situated learning in a community of practice (COP). With the construct of 

community of practice, Lave and Wenger (1991) stressed that individuals learn primarily 

by participating in the sociocultural practices of their community rather than from a direct 

transmission of knowledge about the practices.  

Importantly, this situated learning is characterized by what Lave and Wenger call 

legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). Legitimate peripheral participation is a 

particular articulation of learning within a broad tradition of research and theorization in 

education. This tradition encompasses social, cultural, and historical views of learning. 

This theory regards learning as a process of increasing levels and varieties of 

sociocultural participation in a target community of practice. It postulates that learning 

occurs through “the growing use value of participation, and by newcomers’ desires to 

become full practitioners” (p. 122). The concept of legitimate peripheral participation 

looks at relations and interactions between “newcomers” and community “old-timers.” A 

legitimate peripheral participant is seen as a newcomer to the community of practice who 

participates to a limited extent in the work of experts, moving from the periphery toward 

the perceived center of the community of practice as the newcomer’s skill and knowledge 

levels increase.  
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Starting from apprenticeship models such as Rogoff’s (1990) “guided practice” 

model, Lave and Wenger’s legitimate peripheral participation provides a “decentered 

view of master - apprentice relations” (p. 94) and rejects the idea of community centers 

and masters in favor of a model of social practice in which learners are always in multiple 

positions relative to an entire community. Therefore, peripherality in this framework does 

not simply mean a single core in a community, or that the role of newcomers is being 

placed at the edge of a larger process. The term implies that there exists heterogeneity in 

any community. “There are multiple, varied, more or less engaged and inclusive ways of 

being located in the fields of participation defined by a community” (pp. 35-36). Drawing 

upon the notion of community of practice, my study defined academic discourse 

socialization as a sociocultural process by which novice learners become competent in 

academic ways of doing (e.g., knowing, reading, speaking, and writing) depending on 

their levels of participation in the activities of a given academic community. 

Instead of focusing on the mind of the learner as the site of production of 

knowledge and the acquisition of structures (linguistic, rhetorical, or otherwise), 

legitimate peripheral participation looks at the learner’s interaction with the lived-in 

world. This approach assumes, therefore, a socio-constructivist viewpoint that learning 

and knowledge construction do not only flow from community to learner but that the 

learner also plays a role in the development and growth of the community. In situated 

learning theory, learning does not only involve the individual acquiring propositional 

knowledge; more significantly, it involves all participants in a discursive practice 

changing their patterns of social co-participation (Young & Miller, 2004).  

Although this emphasis on social practice seems to shift attention away from the 

learner, it induces the very opposite effect. Attending to participation in sociocultural 

communities, and thus viewing learning “as activity by specific people in specific 
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circumstances” (Lave & Wenger 1991, p. 52), encourages us to see learners as 

individuals, and, in so far as we focus on the social relationships through which people 

see themselves, as “whole persons” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 53).  

Furthermore, viewing learning as the aggregation of context-specific social skills 

allows us to explore such issues as the construction of identities. Becoming and 

belonging are not simple processes but nuanced and idiosyncratic actions. Social 

reproduction, the co-determined "fitting" of one individual into a new community, is a 

process that may be fraught with struggle (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This work of 

belonging is also the work of becoming (Bakhtin, 1981). Identity is something emergent 

from the struggle between the individual and the community of practice into which he or 

she is entering (Wenger, 1998). Identity is socially negotiated and involves different 

activities in different environments. From this perspective, the individual is seen as the 

nexus, or site of mixing, of the various activities engaged throughout his or her network 

of communities. 

Identity is not stable but is a constant work in progress (Roth & McGinn, 1998). 

Lave and Wenger conceptualized it as “long-term living relations between persons and 

their place and participation in communities of practice” (1991, p. 50). Identity is 

intimately connected with learning in the sense that within communities of practice, 

learners (including teachers) are “becoming kinds of persons” as they change how they 

participate in the community’s practices and as they engage in “identity-making life 

projects” (Lave, 1996, p. 157). Hence, “identity, knowing, and social membership entail 

one another” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 53). In Wenger’s (1998) later work, he called 

identity a “negotiated experience” in which we “define who we are by the way we 

experience our selves through participation as well as by the ways we and others reify our 
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selves” (p. 149). Identities are not fixed but continuously being reconstructed and 

negotiated through different practices and modes of belonging.  

Lave and Wenger (1991) involved the structure of the social world as an element 

of analysis and the discordant nature of social practice, arguing that legitimate peripheral 

participation is not free from a conflictual process of negotiation and transformation. As 

they posited, “Hegemony over resources for learning and alienation from full 

participation are inherent in the shaping of the legitimacy and peripherality of 

participation in its historical realizations” (p. 42). It is important for newcomers to have 

access to knowledge resources, and yet power relations in communities of practice can 

moderate access in a way to enhance or prohibit their participation. 

These factors allowed me, therefore, to investigate the structure of an academic 

community in terms of how access may be given or restricted to novice ESL graduate 

students. This framework also permitted me to investigate the social relations between 

members, and the various areas of tension, conflicting or common interests, and ways of 

understanding that resided in the particular academic classroom community. By bringing 

their own unique being to a community, novices also may have the power to transform it 

even as they are being transformed (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). 

In this way, as Flowerdew (2000) maintained, legitimate peripheral participation 

can be valuable in accounting for academic socialization that occurs in a variety of 

situations, such as interacting with advisors and professors, completing work on original 

research, deciphering the intricacies of degree expectations, building relationships with 

other practitioners, and submitting articles for publication. In addition, legitimate 

peripheral participation can also be helpful in exploring academic discourse socialization 

as a process that occurs within a classroom learning community.  
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The concept of legitimate peripheral participation thus offers a theoretical lens for 

understanding the complex and multifaceted nature of academic literacy events that the 

participants in my study were experiencing as they pursued their academic goals.  

LANGUAGE SOCIALIZATION THEORY 

As described above, Lave and Wenger’s (1991) construct of legitimate peripheral 

participation provides a critical position on theories of learning that focus on individual 

cognition and that see learning as a matter of acquiring accurate representations of reality. 

In this respect, the concept of legitimate peripheral participation bears some resemblance 

to language socialization theory. Language socialization theory also has cast doubts on 

the conception of knowledge as a mental representation inside the individual’s mind. 

Rather, language socialization theory stresses the construction of knowledge in social 

action.  

In language socialization theory, the locus of learning is the individual learners 

who are embedded in and are interacting with their social context. Its central goal is to 

understand better how to “become competent members of social groups and the role of 

language in the process” (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986, P. 167). With regard to the impact of 

language on socialization, this theory stresses the importance of language particularly in 

socializing novices in a sociocultural group (Duff, 1995; 1996; Ochs, 1988; Willett, 

1995). Schieffelin and Ochs (2001) posited that the process of language acquisition and 

the process of socialization are inseparable, based on the notion that language is the 

medium by which to induct the individual into the stock of knowledge and practices of a 

community, and the acquisition of appropriate uses of language is part of gaining social 

competence in that community. For the purposes of this study, an important upshot of this 

notion is that language serves as a means of socializing ESL graduate students into 
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linguistic behaviors expected of them in their new classroom community. By 

participating in the classroom practices aimed at gaining content knowledge, novice 

students develop an understanding of what constitutes adequate competency in order to 

satisfy class requirements. In light of this theory, we can assume that novice graduate 

students go through a process of academic socialization through the use of domain 

specialized language as they participate in literacy events, particularly CMC writing 

activities in my study.  

This theory also takes for granted that more competent members of the group 

assist and guide novice members' learning. For example, studies on L1 children's 

development of linguistic competence is an outcome of adult caregivers' guide or 

scaffolding in activities that are socially organized and embedded in culturally 

meaningful systems (e.g., Cook, 1996, 1999; Heath, 1983; Ochs, 1988; Rogoff, 1990; 

Watson-Gegeo & Gegeo, 1986). Although the earlier studies of language socialization 

focused on children's development in linguistic competence, language socialization is a 

lifelong process as Duff (1995) refers to it, 

the lifelong process by means of which individuals – typically novices – are 
inducted into specific domains of knowledge, beliefs, affect, roles, identities, and 
social representations, which they access and construct through language practices 
and social interaction. (p. 508, citing Ochs, 1991; Poole, 1992; Schieffelin & 
Ochs, 1986)  

Indeed, the concept of language socialization is broad, extending from childhood 

experiences to a lifelong process to meet the expectations of any given sociocultural 

group (Ochs, 1988; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).  

Although the original research on children's L1 acquisition conducted by 

Schieffelin and Ochs (1986) continues to serve as the cornerstone of this theory, L2 

researchers employing this perspective have also examined L2 socialization, adding to 
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new developments (e.g., Bayley & Schecter, 2003; Duff, 1996, 2003; Kanagy, 1999; 

Kobayashi, 2003; Li, 2000; Morita, 2000, 2004; Watson-Gegeo, 1992). In their studies, 

they have collectively showed L2 learning to be a complex process of socialization 

through language and socialization to use a second language (Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986), 

and how the sociocultural contexts in which learners are involved (re)shape such a 

process.  

Importantly, as Kulick & Schieffelin (2004) stated, “the language socialization 

paradigm addresses the lack of culture in traditional language acquisition studies” (p. 

350), pointing to the need for investigations of how different subjectivities, stances, and 

positionings are (re)negotiated through the use of language. Language socialization 

researchers thus have shown that language learning is intricately related to the 

construction of social roles, cultural affiliations, beliefs, values, and behavioral practices 

among participants in a community (e.g., Baquedano-Lopez, 2000; Heath, 1983; Jordan, 

Au, & Joesting, 1983; Phillips, 1972; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986; Scollon & Scollon, 

1981; Valdez, 1996). This theory retains the active role of agency to gain a better 

understanding about how learners negotiate new practices, identities, and patterns of 

participation in their target communities.  

As mentioned earlier, this framework assumes a clear distinction between novices 

and experts, implying that newcomer’s (e.g., children, students, interns) learning is 

guided by more competent members (e.g., caregivers, teachers, professors) of the group. 

However, it is important to note that the bidirectionality of learning is also in the purview 

of the language socialization paradigm, suggesting that experts may also learn from 

novices. Ochs (1990) suggested that “questions by novices to members may reorder the 

thinking of both, despite their differences in knowledge and power” (p. 304). 
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Furthermore, some of the assumptions of language socialization theory has been 

challenged by new trends: it has been taken for granted that the target language norms are 

static. Recent studies have suggested that newcomers are being enculturated in fluid, 

dynamic, and hybrid social contexts that can be sometimes unwelcoming and even hostile 

(Norton, 2000). Morita (2002), in this regard, argued that there can be “multiple, 

sometimes contradicting discourses” existing in a certain culture or communities (p. 17).  

Also, traditional models of expert/novice relationships have been questioned, because it 

appeared to be a false assumption that oldtimers or experts are always willing to assist 

newcomers' learning (e.g., Leki, 2001; Morita, 2004). 

My study thus builds on the relatively recent literature about L2 language 

socialization and is premised on the idea that language socialization is a complex and 

multifaceted process in which negotiation of different discourses might be involved. The 

focus of my study is placed on the role played by academic literacy practices, in 

particular, online writing activities in socializing first year non-native students into their 

new academic contexts and also on individual students' agency in acquiring these new 

academic literacies and language skills. The present study was therefore framed by the 

model of language socialization, with a reconsideration of its theoretical assumptions. 

First, whereas the language socialization model tends to highlight the centripetal force of 

a certain cultural norm and its value, my study assumed that there can be multiple or 

conflicting discourses within a given culture (Bizzell, 1992). Second, many previous 

researchers would make a clear distinction between the roles of experts and novices, and 

yet, my study highlighted a more dynamic notion of the interaction of experts and 

novices that includes a complex interplay of relations in a multicultural graduate 

classroom (Lantolf, 2000; Morita, 2000). Third, my study also considered that L2 
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socialization may entail a more complex negotiation of identify and power relations than 

L1 socialization (Duff, 2001; Norton & Toohey, 2002; Toohey, 2000).  

ACADEMIC DISCOURSE SOCIALIZATION STUDIES 

Defining Discourse Communities 

To investigate the research interests of my study about how ESL graduate learners 

experience their academic literacy practices in the classroom, it is necessary to clarify 

what view of discourse community the present study is based on. Discourse community 

needs careful definition as a result of its diverse applications in both L1 and L2 

composition studies. So far discourse community has been mainly appropriated by many 

researchers who took a “social view” (Faigley, 1986) of the writing process. Here, I 

overview some of the perspectives addressed by these researchers.  

Composition studies have viewed discourse communities as spaces in which  

people engage in like practices, retaining their conceptual origin, Goffman's (1969) idea 

that individuals have a natural tendency to emulate the behavior of the community in 

which they are. In light of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory, however, newcomers who 

wish to emulate the communicative practices of oldtimers of the community should 

acquire competency in literacy activities that cannot always be observed and imitated. 

With the construct, legitimate peripheral participation, they emphasize that “learners 

inevitably participate in communities of practitioners” and “the mastery of knowledge 

and skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the sociocultural 

practices of a community” (p. 29). 

Swales (1990), a vigorous proponent of genre analysis, defined discourse 

communities as “sociorhetorical networks that form in order to work towards sets of 

common goals” (p. 9). He argued that a member of a discourse community recreates a 
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particular genre that has been influenced by the community's traditions, conventions of 

texts, and topic constraints. Swales (1990) proposed the following six characteristics of  

discourse communities: 1) a broadly agreed upon set of goals; 2) mechanisms for  

intercommunication among community members; 3) established procedures for providing  

feedback to individuals; 4) one or more accepted communicative “genres”; 5) a specified  

lexis; and 6) a threshold level of members each with a suitable degree of expertise (pp. 

24-27). By summarizing these six characteristics, Swales (1990) argued that discourse 

communities are governed “social conventions,” thereby locating literacy acquisition 

within a socially determined framework.  

Although it is acknowledged that discourse communities are well-ordered entities, 

Swales' recognition of the role of “social conventions” does not seem to account for the 

complexities of “the participatory, negotiable nature of learning” (Flowerdew, 2000, p. 

128) that discourse communities involve. In addition, it has been suggested that academic 

discourse can be varied not merely across disciplines but even within a single discipline 

(Bazerman, 1992; Belcher & Brain, 1995). Casanave (1995), exploring this variation, 

argued that the discourse community metaphor requires deconstruction under 

consideration, “as the meaningful units get smaller and smaller. We find subcommunities 

within communities, and multiple embeddings of microsocieties within subcommunities, 

and finally a great diversity of a small number of individuals in the innermost circle” (p. 

88). Along the same line, Bizzell (1982) asserted that discourse communities are always a 

mass of contradictions and therefore resist structuralists' attempts to codify and make 

them uniform. Her position was also supported by many L1 and L2 researchers (e.g., 

Bazerman, 1988; Casanave, 1995, 2002; Cooper, 1989; Harris, 1989; Ivanic, 1998; Prior, 

1998).  
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Yet, structuralist theories of discourse have “encouraged us to imagine discourse 

communities as autonomous objects existing in a detemporalized space, as territories to 

be mapped or systems to be diagrammed” as Prior (1994, p. 488) put it.  

At this juncture, it seems important to consider meanings of discourse as a way to 

understand the instability and variability of discourse communities. Prior (1991, 1994, 

1998) approached the complexities of discourse by moving away from conceptions of it 

as a fixed object to argue that discourses are processes of linguistic interaction and 

negotiation in fields of power. Prior's approach has a connection with Bakhtin's 

utterances that are “filled with others' words, varying degrees of otherness or varying 

degrees of our-own-ness” (1986, p. 89), suggesting that discourses are not simply 

produced by individual minds. Similarly, Ivanic (1998) proposed an understanding of 

discourse “as an abstract noun with no plural, meaning something like producing and 

receiving culturally recognized, ideologically shaped representations of reality” (p. 17).  

Ways of displaying (through words, actions, values, and beliefs) membership in a 

particular social group or social network represent Gee's (1990) definition of 

“discourses.” Gee’s (1990) idea draws attention to how discourses are ways of displaying 

membership, defined as the sense of belonging arising from feeling free to make mistakes 

without risking loss of membership or showing disagreement with dominant positions.  

Taken as a whole, these features of discourse seem to represent an ongoing 

process of presenting membership within powerful collectives of individuals who have 

been brought together by like goals, beliefs, and values. In this regard, the significance of 

discourse is strong for individual learners' positioning within what Lave and Wenger 

(1991) referred to as a community of practice. In graduate level academic settings 

particularly, deconstruction of discourse communities into smaller and smaller units is 
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intricately entangled in the perpetuation of the discourse community through participation 

in the many knowledge-building activities that make up a program of study. 

As already mentioned, what constitutes an academic community holds variability 

and complexity. Given that there have been different levels of academic communities 

(e.g., general academic discourse, a discipline, a university, a department, a classroom) 

proposed by some researchers in composition studies, academic discourse socialization 

can be shaped by learners' pursuit of gaining membership in one kind or another of these 

communities. In this study, a graduate classroom is regarded as an academic community 

that can constitute an entry point for first-year graduate students into a broader academic 

community such as a specific discipline. In fact, the influence of classroom contexts that 

are regarded as “unnatural” (Cummins, 1992; Krashen, 1985) has either been denigrated 

or ignored by some L2 researchers. Given that “schooling in most societies is a normal 

and pervasive feature of socialization,” classrooms are “not inherently unnatural” 

(Watson-Gegeo & Nielsen, 2003, p. 157). This study thus is foregrounded by the view 

that academic discourse socialization is a “locally situated, and interactionally achieved 

process rather than as autonomous, one-way assimilation to broader disciplinary cultures” 

(Morita, 2002, p. 44 citing Casanave, 1995, 1998; Prior, 1995). In the classroom, 

graduate students learn to become competent in their own discipline. A graduate course 

itself can also compose a discrete community of practice in which students increasingly 

become a fuller participant (Morita, 2002).  

In summary, there has been little consistency within composition studies 

regarding the nature of discourse communities. Some rely on the assumption that a 

discourse community can be identified with discourse rules and conventions, meaning 

that a discourse community is static and coherent. Others consider a given discourse 

community to accommodate multiple and competing discourses so that its practices 
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maintain conflicts and tensions. The present study with its reliance on a community of 

practice perspective and language socialization theory follows the latter position.  

Academic Discourse Socialization and Writing 

A large part of the literature on enculturation-related topics suggests that 

academic discourse socialization is a central concern of many of the tasks for both L1 and 

L2 learners, specifically those tasks encompassing writing discipline-appropriate texts, 

acquiring requisite background knowledge, building relationships with peers and 

professors, and contributing to professional academic conversations, among others. This 

line of research is based on the widely accepted notion that discourse communities are 

important in shaping the generic competence of young scholars (Bartholomae, 1985; 

Bizzell, 1982; Dias et al. 1999).  

Since its introduction in the early 1980s, the notion of discourse communities has 

played a major role in the theory and research on academic writing (e.g., Berkenkotter, 

Huckin & Ackerman, 1988, 1991; Faigley, 1985; Herrington, 1985; Walvoord & 

McCarthy, 1990). Many of the empirical case studies of academic literacy development 

based on the notion of discourse community have been concerned with native speakers 

(e.g., Bazerman, 1988; Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995; Berkenlotter, Huckin, & 

Ackerman, 1991; Faigley & Hansen, 1985; Geisler, 1994; Herrington, 1985, 1988; 

McCarthy, 1987; Myers, 1990; Nelson, 1990; Walvoord & McCarthy, 1990). Meanwhile, 

some researchers have been applied the construct to an explanation of the experience of 

nonnative speakers (e.g. Belcher, 1989; Belcher & Braine, 1995; Carson & Kuehn, 1992; 

Casanave, 1990, 1995; Johns, 1991, 1992; Leki & Carson, 1994; Prior, 1991; Swales, 

1990).  
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Though my interest lies with L2 graduate learners, I would first like to take a 

close look at an oft-cited L1 study. My intention to include the L1 research is to use it as 

a point of reference for articulating how findings from L2 studies add to, complicate, and 

differentiate conclusions drawn from L1 findings.  

L1 composition theorists and researchers over the last twenty years have turned to 

a consideration of the social context of writing. Influenced by socio-constructivism in the 

early 1980s, many researchers began to concentrate on the study of discourse 

communities, or the sub-field of genre analysis. These studies range widely in their 

definitions of what constitutes a discourse community. For example, Prior (1994) looked 

at the dialogic situated interactions between people during dissertation writing. 

Herrington (1985) broadened the boundaries to look at a single class in an engineering 

department, while others (e.g. Bazerman, 1984, 1988; Fahnestock & Secor, 1991; Latour 

& Woolgar, 1979; McCarthy & Fishman, 1991; Myers, 1990) interpreted a community as 

consisting of a single discipline.  

Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1988) performed an ethnographic case 

study of an L1 writer’s development over the course of his first year in a doctoral 

program in rhetoric and composition. These authors analyzed five texts written by their 

participant, “Nate,” and tried to investigate how he changed to fit into his target discourse 

community. Although the researchers explicitly acknowledged the fact that graduate 

students “are initiated into the research community through the reading and writing 

activities, through instruction in research methodology, and through interaction with 

faculty and their peers,” they maintained that a “significant part of this initiation process 

is learning how to use appropriate written linguistic conventions for communicating 

through disciplinary forums” (p.12).  
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Berkenlotter, et al. (1988) demonstrated how these conventions were connected 

with the learning of the research methodology employed by the disciplinary community. 

In order to achieve success in his writing, Nate gradually gave up the informal style he 

had used when he entered the program in favor of the more formal register that was 

required by the disciplinary community. An analysis of Nate’s writing indicated that, 

although writing involves sociocultural interactions between professors, students, and 

published texts, Nate mostly worked alone, self-monitoring his own interaction with the 

texts he worked on. Access to and acceptance by the disciplinary community are thus 

dependent upon the learning and internalization of the beliefs, values, and conventions 

that characterize that community. The researchers concluded that Nate’s movement into 

the academic discourse community of rhetoricians was occurring primarily through his 

ability to produce specialized written discourse within a narrowly defined disciplinary 

context.  

Though this study is very insightful in terms of the analysis of L1 writing, there 

are some limitations to Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman’s study. They described 

how Nate came to understand, and how he transformed his writing to conform to the 

expectations of his academic discourse community. For example, Schilb (1988) argued 

that it is very hard to characterize Nate as a basic writer. It is important to note that 

Nate’s academic participation was made easier by his background knowledge. When he 

began his Ph.D. program, Nate had earned a bachelor’s in English and a master’s in 

education and had spent the summer immediately preceding the start of his doctoral 

studies participating in a National Endowment for the Humanities summer seminar for 

college teachers. Prior (1991) claimed it seems inappropriate to portray Nate as a novice 

to an academic field. The findings of this study would have been more solid if the subject 

of the study had been a true newcomer in the academic community. In my own view, 
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most graduate students experience an undergraduate preparation like Nate’s, and have 

been introduced to ideas and theories relevant to particular fields. Unlike Prior and 

Schilb, however, I would claim that graduate study includes the taking on of different 

rules in a discipline.  

Ackerman (1995) acknowledged the weakness of Berkenlotter, et al.'s (1988) 

study, mentioning that they focused on the investigation of final texts to examine whether 

Nate had acquired the required genre knowledge. As a result, they left out the ways social 

relationships and interactions had influenced discoursal positioning and concomitant 

identity formation. What was also missing from their research is the detailed discussion 

on the nature of discourse communities. As many scholars have described (Bazerman, 

1988; Bizzell, 1982; Prior, 1998; Casanave, 1995, 2002; Ivanic, 1998), discourse 

communities consist of contradictions and inconsistencies, mutable understandings and 

shifting allegiances that complicate even knowledgeable participants’ disciplinary 

participation. In contrast to numerous researchers’ arguments, Berkenkotter, Huckin, and 

Ackerman (1988) described Nate’s target discourse community as a stable, rule-governed 

entity that facilitated learners’ entrance into the discourse community as they learned to 

produce the community’s privileged genres.  

According to LeFevre (1987), the study abstracts Nate from the wider contextual 

field that is at the core of textual production. That is, Berkenkotter, Huckin, and 

Ackerman’s (1988) study seems representative of a discipline that was so honed in on 

text that it missed the ways linguistic, social, cultural, and political contexts surfaced in 

and could impact upon writers’ textual production processes. Although learning to write 

academic texts is a part of discourse socialization, we must pay attention to a wider 

spectrum of activity than a rigid textual focus.  
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Researchers in L2 composition studies have presented that the linguistic and 

cultural diversities of non-native English-speaking students cause different problems as 

they enculturate into target discourse communities (Angelova & Riazantseva, 1999; 

Belcher, 1994, 1997; Casanave, 1992, 1995; 2002; Norton & Toohey, 2001; Scott, 2000). 

Hence, many studies of academic discourse socialization in L2 composition literature 

have moved beyond exclusive focus on academic text, although text-focused studies still 

remain strong.  

In fact, L2 researchers often portray learning to write to be a most fundamental 

aspect of learners’ academic discourse socialization, underemphasizing the fact that 

academic discourse socialization involves other literacy activities as well (e.g., reading, 

speaking, building relationships). Much of the research in English for Specific Purposes 

(ESP) is at the forefront of genre analysis. For example, Swales (1990) and Bhatia (1993) 

were devoted to genre analysis in order to identify the regularities and conventions of 

language use in particular professional communities. Researchers within the field of 

English for Academic Purposes (EAP) have begun to respond to the work with genres. 

This move is parallel to the tendency towards language instruction that includes the 

teaching of discipline-specific genres (Brington, Snow & Wesche, 1989; Oxford, 1993). 

The reason for the strong emphasis on writing seems to be that writing skill determines 

learners’ academic fitness relative to target academic discourse communities (Casanave, 

1992, 1995; Ivanic, 1998; Prior, 1998). For newcomers, it is important to become familiar 

with their community’s genres because if they are unable to write the genres of their 

discourse communities, they may risk discoursal marginalization (Bartholomae, 1985). 

This is an issue that becomes crucial especially for ESL students who may not be fully 

familiar with the codes and conventions of academic discourse in institutions where 

English is the language of instruction (Belcher & Braine, 1995; Canagarajah, 1993; 
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Schneider & Fujishima, 1995). Along the same lines, Leki (1992) argued that for ESL 

students, “entering our universities means entering into competition in the domain of 

language against others who are natural experts” (p. 136). And, discipline-specific 

writing appears to be difficult even for those L2 graduate students who are otherwise 

relatively successful in their enculturation into English-speaking discourse communities 

(Scott, 2000).  

Central to academic discourse socialization studies is the exploration of the 

differences between the ways ESL students learn to write in their home cultures and the 

writing expectations of English-speaking discourse communities. For example, Angelova 

and Riazantseva (1999) observed four ESL learners through their first year of graduate 

school in order to investigate how they learned to write and think in their discourse 

community. They found that the problem was that they wrote and thought in ways that 

were outside of the dominant practices of their discourse community, having difficulty 

with topic selection, register, intended audience, organization, and grammar.  

In a study covering similar ground, Casanave (1995) conducted an 18-month 

ethnographic study of a group of first-year doctoral students in a sociology program. The 

result of this ethnographic study showed that students constructed their contexts mostly 

from sources that are directly related to their daily life. As Casanave (1995) wrote, 

“Rather than being immersed in communities of unidirectional contextual influences, 

student writers use a multiplicity of local resources to respond to their training in diverse 

ways” (p.107). Casanave (1995) also noticed that, despite the program’s monitoring of 

learners’ progress, not all the participants successfully became sociologists.  

Both the studies by Angelova and Riazantseva (1999) and Casanave (1995) 

suggest that to focus on textual production alone is not to answer how texts themselves 

grow out of learner histories and relational contexts. Interestingly, their research also 
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suggests that second language writers tend to isolate themselves from interactions with 

more experienced members of their discourse communities as they work on disciplinary 

writing tasks.  

Prior (1994, 1995, 1998) conducted a series of ethnographic case studies 

involving both L1 and L2 graduate students from six different disciplines. Prior was 

concerned with how individual writing tasks are negotiated between professors and 

students. With regard to the understanding of academic writing, he stressed the 

importance of the “complex microhistories of situated action, perception, and evaluation” 

and “the strategic interpretive work that renders such histories, typical, unexceptional, 

practically invisible to participants” (p. 63). Prior (1995) also emphasized that the 

determination of “what gets accepted and rewarded in the classroom is crucial to 

understanding the academic writing task” (p. 49). This observation indicates how 

important are the roles of professors regarding the selection of the type of writing projects 

and the potential of those projects within the contexts of disciplinary conversations in 

professional discourse communities. In contrast to Berkenkotter, Huckin, and 

Ackerman’s (1988) study, Prior (1995) indicated that academic writing processes could 

not be isolated from the specific, interactive, dialogically complex contexts in which they 

occurred.  

Taken together, it may not be surprising that there is a substantial body of 

research that has addressed discourse socialization issues through focal attention on L2 

academic writing. However, in as much as traditional writing literacy is key to academic 

discourse socialization, there is a growing need for complicating the understanding of L2 

learners’ writing through reflection upon the ways linguistic, cognitive, and sociocultural 

knowledge of the contexts in which the literacy events are embedded factor into L2 

learners’ academic literacy activities. This was the goal for my study. 



 34 

Academic Discourse Socialization and Contextual Factors 

Beyond ESL/EAP classrooms, some researchers (e.g., Adamson, 1993; Braine, 

2002; Bronson, 2005, Casanave, 2002, Connor & Kramer, 1995; Currie, 1998; Ivanic; 

1998; Spack, 1997, 2004; Zamel, 1993) have explored the experiences of L2 learners' 

academic literacy practices in different disciplinary areas and across the curriculum. The 

findings of these studies have raised insights about strengths and weaknesses L2 students 

bring with them into their new contexts. It seems important to take into account the full 

spectrum of literacy activities that factor into participation in an academic discourse 

community.  

A general conclusion from these studies is that academic literacy encompasses 

more than reading and writing skills and includes the expectations of those who are the 

intended audience and evaluators of the produced discourses. For example, Braine 

(2002), in an article on L2 graduate students’ academic literacy acquisition, pointed out 

that because of its sole focus on writing, L2 composition studies have tended to overlook 

other topics that are essential to discourse socialization processes. He suggested that 

graduate students with high academic literacy are expected “to adapt smoothly to the 

linguistic and social milieu of their host environment and to the culture of their academic 

departments and institutions” (p. 60). 

 Casanave (2002) also emphasized that students seeking competency in academic 

literacy practices should learn how to play the textual, social, and cultural literacy 

“games” of the academic world. Indeed, “learning to write” and read “in academic 

settings is about change in ways of thinking, using language, and envisioning the self” (p. 

36).  

To recapitulate, these studies all address a broader notion of academic literacy 

that integrates its multiple aspects, particularly in exploring L2 learners' experiences, 
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suggesting that academic socialization research should concern the contextually-

grounded nature of academic literacy and acknowledge learners' multiple identities that 

are developed in these literacy practices.  

Moving beyond a focus only on textual factors, some L2 researchers have 

examined the ways learners' social networks moderated their literacy events. Dong 

(1998), in her study of graduate students’ experiences writing theses and dissertations, 

discovered that L2 graduate students made little use of social networks and hardly used 

available writing support systems. Dong’s (1998) study has an important implication in 

that L2 writers may often work without the benefit of literacy support when attempting to 

penetrate their discourse communities. Hemphill (1996) closely examined the struggles 

of ESL graduate students in an engineering department trying to build effective 

relationships with their supervisors as they co-authored articles. Hemphill (1996) found 

that although professors and students were aware of the difficulty in communicative 

interactions caused by cultural and linguistic differences, both parties failed to recognize 

how these cultural and linguistic differences surfaced in the texts they worked on 

together. His interpretation about their poor collective writing was that both professors 

and students were not capable of developing partnerships in which communicative 

limitations were clearly recognized. Along similar lines, Blakeslee (1997) analyzed the 

interaction of a sixth-year ESL doctoral student in physics and his advisor as they worked 

together for co-publication. He found that, after producing 22 drafts, the student gave up 

the co-publication effort and the professor published the paper by himself. Although 

Blakeslee (1997) regarded the main factor of unsuccessful co-authoring as the student's 

language barrier, another primary factor seemed to be that both of them were not able to 

build a positive relationship with which they could have recognized and discussed 

cultural and rhetorical differences. For L2 advanced learners, relationships with their 
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peers are as important as those with their professors. For example, Benz (1996), in his 

study of L2 advanced learners at a community college, found that the development of 

collaborative relationships with peers was crucial for L2 learners to play successfully in 

their academic communities.  

In contrast to these studies reporting L2 students' struggles and difficulties in 

building positive relationships with their professors and colleagues, there are some 

studies showing that L2 learners took advantage of sources of writing support. Riazi 

(1997) found that, for four Iranian graduate students in education, not only a textual 

process but also an interactive, social process influenced their acquisition of academic 

literacy. Riazi (1997) documented that the L2 students commented that “they relied on 

interacting with other members of their academic community as strategies both for 

composing and as a way of improving their performance of academic tasks” (p. 127). 

Other researchers have also associated writing literacy with mutually engaged academic 

relationships between students and their advisors (Scott, 2000; Shaw, 1991).  

Taken as a whole, all these studies highlight the importance of a sociocultural 

network that can support or hinder L2 learners' efforts to different degrees. Thus, there is 

a need to view L2 learners' academic literacy activities within those social networks.  

From another critical line of inquiry, some L2 writing researchers have recently 

explored issues of identity and subjective positioning (e.g., Cadman, 1997; Canagarajah, 

2002, 2003; Hyland, 2002; Hirvela & Belcher, 2001; Ivanic & Camps, 2001; Starfield, 

2002). In a study of two L2 students' essays for a first-year sociology course in a South 

African university, Starfield (2002) showed how unequal power relationships influenced 

the ways these L2 learners negotiated their identities. Drawing on Ivanic's (1998) analysis 

of writer identity, Starfield (2002) asserted that students' academic success is subject to 

the identities they construct – that is, to the authoritative selves they take on. He argued 
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that learners should take advantage of their own textual resources they bring with them to 

compose their autobiographical self. Illuminated by the notion of voice as “a 

manifestation of one's agency in discourse through the means of language (2003, p. 267), 

Canagarajah (2002, 2003) also pointed to an interaction between different aspects of self 

that is essential to successful L2 writing, emphasizing that the adoption of discoursal 

strategies enables novice writers to develop a critical textual voice. Starfield (2002) 

asserted that it is impossible to develop a successful identity for those who bring an 

autobiographical self that contradicts values and beliefs held by the mainstream society. 

Along the same line, Hirvela and Belcher (2001) found that L2 graduate students 

can suffer from a considerable loss in status when beginning their studies in English-

language environments. They reported that ESL graduate students’ identities were 

affected by difficulties that they experienced when writing in English. Documenting a 

series of narratives of L2 graduate students' writing, Fox (1994) introduced the case of a 

Sri Lankan student who found it difficult to write in English although she had been 

speaking English for thirty years. In her doctoral program at a major U.S. university, her 

learner identity was seriously influenced by consistently negative feedback about her 

writing: she came to feel “like a misfit” and “very unwanted, very put down” (p. 3).  

The account of Shen (1989), an international student from China, revealed his 

identity conflict when enrolled in a graduate program in a U.S. university, by describing 

the challenge of reconciling the identity he had in China with the identity he was able to 

employ in English:  

... I pictured myself getting out of my old identity, the timid, humble, modest, 
Chinese “I,” and creeping into my new identity ..., the confident, assertive, and 
aggressive English “I”. (p. 127)  
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As seen in Fox and Shen's narratives, L2 advanced writers experience a similar 

process of negotiation of identity when crossing cultural and linguistic boundaries.  

Taken together, these studies show complementary perspectives on L2 writing 

research that address the interaction between academic literacy and L2 learners' identity 

construction. With these studies as backdrop, I was able to shape my research questions 

and my data interpretations, in particular, regarding the remapping of academic literacy 

events and learner identities. 

COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION 

Drawing on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) constructs and on language socialization 

theory, I focused in my study on how first-year graduate students’ adoption of Academic 

English in online writing activities was intertwined with a process of academic discourse 

socialization and identity construction. Thus, my study was related to descriptions of the 

process of socialization through which graduate students construct a community with 

their online peers (including their teacher) and their identities within this community, 

adopting and negotiating a discourse that structures beliefs and social relations within the 

community. For graduate students for whom English is their L2, communicating in 

English in online learning environment is more than a matter of content knowledge 

enhancement. This means they must learn to use language to perform particular kinds of 

language-based practices that satisfy discipline-specific needs and are infused with the 

values and beliefs of the content course. Through increased opportunities for practice, 

they begin to adopt and negotiate new norms of use and to develop new identities within 

a new classroom community.  

Research on online learning is now entering its second decade. Early studies on 

networked computer use for language learning tended to focus on the most quantifiable 
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and easily measured aspects of online communication (e.g., Kern, 1995; Sullivan & Pratt, 

1996; Warschauer, 1996), comparing the amount of participation in face-to-face and 

computer-mediated discussions. Other studies attempted to quantify the linguistic 

features, language functions, and learning resources used in online communication 

(Abrams, 2003; Chun, 1994; Herring, 1996; Kern, 1995; Kitade, 2000; Lamy & 

Goodfellow, 1999; Ortega, 1997, Smith, 2004; Wang, 2004). Still others were concerned 

with affective aspects and motivational patterns (Beauvois, 1992; Kelm, 1992; Meunier, 

1998). 

A growing body of research in CMC has shown the emergence of social and 

political interest groups on the Internet and the use of language within these groups to 

construct communal affiliations, social and cultural beliefs, identities, and relations of 

power. I review some key themes in this research to provide a conceptual landscape for 

the research questions I address for exploring first-year L2 students’ use of academic 

English in online writing activities.  

Community and Identity in Computer-mediated Communication 

In descriptions of how individuals use computer-mediated communication, 

researchers, practitioners, and educators have come to “realize that the way the medium 

is used depends largely on human needs, and the needs are the primary reason that 

electronic communities are formed” (Palloff & Pratt, 1999, p. 23). Harasim (1994) 

suggested that the Internet is not a highway but something like a place or a community 

where people can meet, collaborate, and learn. Researchers of communication, 

linguistics, and cultural studies likewise have described the widespread use of community 

as a metaphor for CMC and examined the processes of its construction.  
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For example, Baym (1995), focusing on the asynchronous communication in 

Usenet newsgroup discussion, noted that certain social dynamics emerge in CMC that 

promote a sense of community (i.e., group-specific forms of expression, social 

relationships, and behavioral norms). During her study, Baym posted messages and 

analyzed the postings on rec.arts.tv.soaps, a newsgroup devoted to the recreational 

discussion of daytime soap operas. Baym found that members of the group shared various 

forms of conventional expressions. Such conventions were the codification of acronyms 

for the soap operas and nicknames for the soap opera characters, the expectation that 

newsgroup members would disclose personal details of their lives akin to the narrative 

devices of the soap operas, and the development of unique forms of jokes that drew 

attention to the hilarity and absurdity of the soap opera world.  

Bays (1998) emphasized the importance of textual production in creating group 

culture in electronic texts, through an analysis of community as frame for interaction. 

Bays studied collectively the members of an Internet Relay Chat (IRC) group. He noted 

that, by portraying in words the imagined physical setting of their conversation and the 

behaviors of the participants that form the context of their social encounter, the IRC 

group constructed a sense of community associated with familiarity, sharing, and 

working together for the public good. For example, this group developed a kind of cookie 

convention in which members offer cookies to each other out of generosity and goodwill. 

If someone “acts aggressively” by using swear words, the group members are supposed 

to mete out a punishment with equally scathing comments or the threat of being “kicked 

off” the channel. Bays suggested that “physicality exists within the world of IRC as a 

frame in which the rules of interactive conduct and reality within the CMC are based” 

(n.p.).  
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In a related study, Tepper (1997) examined the use of trolls, insiders’ jokes and 

peculiar forms of spelling, as a boundary criterion for distinguishing insiders from 

outsiders in the Usenet newsgroup, alt.folklore.urban (AFU). If a new poster wanted to 

become part of the AFU culture, he or she had to learn the trolls and study the FAQ 

(frequently asked questions) file containing codified information about the group’s 

culture. These things constituted the process of induction into the AFU newsgroup 

culture.  

As evident from the literature described above, CMC has the potential to allow 

the emergence of particular forms of linguistic and interactional patterns, genres, and 

discourses to mediate the creation of group culture and norms of behaviors.  

Identity building is also regarded as part of the process of community building 

toward communities of practice (Reil & Polin, 2004; Wenger, 1998). Brown and Duguid 

(2000) suggested that learning is an “identity forming, social act” (p. 140), and that what 

is needed in an information age is not more knowledge, but people to “assimilate, 

understand, and make sense of it” (p. 121). Their suggestion applies in an electronic 

world that has increasingly sophisticated tools with which learners access and use 

information. Hence, some researchers are interested in how individuals develop 

alternative identities in the electronic learning environments. Invisibility is an important 

aspect of electronic learning communities because it fosters the transformation of identity 

and personal characteristics through social and cultural interactions mediated by the 

computer network (Hine, 2000; Jones, 1995; Nakamura, 2002; Palloff & Pratt, 1999; 

Turkle, 1995). Jones (1995) maintained that cyberspace affords individuals “a means to 

invent new personas, to recreate their own identities, or to engage in a combination of the 

two” (p. 156).  
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For example, Moran and Hawisher (1998) analyzed teachers’ online identities and 

showed that these differed substantially from the identities the teachers projected in the 

classroom setting. The researchers argued that “these teachers were able to use their e-

mail teaching space to express different and complementary aspects of themselves, 

thereby enhancing their effectiveness as teachers” (p. 93). As Turkle (1995) argued, 

assuming other personas is one way the freedom of the Internet allows individuals to 

pursue different aspects of their personalities. Pointing out that many MUD participants 

create multiple personas for themselves, Turkle suggested that, not only the authors of 

texts but the authors themselves, construct new representations of selves through social 

interaction in virtual world. Turkle noted that some MUD players adopt their screen 

characters to enact and develop different images of self that are held back in real life. For 

Turkle, the culture of simulation that the electronic world is affording blurs the borderline 

between the real and the virtual and exhibits the poststructuralist concept of the self as 

multiple, fluid, and constituted in interaction.  

Another reason for an individual to adopt diverse roles in cyberspace may be that 

the democratic nature of CMC enables an individual to construct an online identity that is 

different from the physical self. CMC is claimed by some researchers to hold the 

characteristic for a “democratization of subject constitution” (Poster, 1997; Turkle, 1995; 

Reid, 1995; Bruckman, 1993). CMC can attenuate social cues (e.g., indicators of age, 

gender, ethnicity, or class) that are highly conspicuous in face-to-face interaction. Some 

researchers also argue that social norms and categories become loosened in cyberspace 

thus allowing experimentation and risk-taking with fewer social sanctions.  

Taken as a whole, this strand of research on language use in the social world of 

CMC is concerned with how networked communication provides a different arena for the 

textual construction of collective and personal identities and how those identities are 
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regulated by particular social beliefs and behavioral norms. For ESL graduate students 

who are participating in a computer-mediated academic discourse, the question arises as 

to what kinds of interactional norms, and collective and personal identities they will 

develop through situated academic literacy events. A further question of particular 

interest to me is how their participation in the networked academic environment is 

connected with their academic discourse socialization. 

Literacy in Commuter-Mediated Communication 

Literacy development is another prominent theme in current research on online 

learning and interaction. Literacy-related literature has made much progress from its early 

debate on the consequences of literacy (Goody & Watts, 1968; Street, 1984) to the 

current focus on literacy as social practice (Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanic, 2000; Baynham, 

1995; Gee, 1996). A central paradigm shift that has derived from this extensive research 

is that literacy is a process of socialization that is contextual in nature and related to 

identity formation, power relations, and social structure.  

The concept of literacy development encompasses ways of knowing particular 

content, languages, and practices (Johns, 1997, p. 2). According to Johns (1997), this 

inclusive concept relates to the social context in which a discourse is produced and the 

roles and communities of text readers and writers (p. 2). Some scholars (i.e., Gee, 1991; 

Heath, 1986) use the term literacy to refer to prior experiences, not only with texts, but 

also with parents, teachers, and others who are literate. It is a complex term, but 

becoming literate, particularly in academic community contexts, is even more complex 

and problematic.  

Warschauer (1999; 2000b) pursued this theme through his ethnographic multisite 

case study of four college technology-enhanced language and writing classes. The 
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participants were enrolled in a Writing for Foreign Graduate Students course to be 

integrated into their academic life in their disciplines. Technology was implemented in 

the class in various forms (i.e., emails, synchronous chat, discussion board, listserv and 

home pages). Warschauer’s study bears out the benefits of apprenticeship learning. 

Warschauer stated that the use of computer as medium is a nice match for a tutor-tutee 

model of apprenticeship learning, a collaborative model of apprenticeship learning, and a 

peripheral participation model of apprenticeship. For example, Miyako, one of the 

participants, exemplified the case of a tutor-tutee model. Miyako, a first year M.A. 

student, learned a lot about the academic writing process in the United States. Through 

sending emails to the instructor and colleagues to pose her questions and concerns about 

academic life, she increased her familiarity with the academic world in the United States. 

The implementation of CMC was considered beneficial especially for students like 

Miyako who are seen as “peripheral members of organizations” because they are mostly 

“shut out” in from classroom participation.  

In online learning environments, the potential to learn seems rich with 

collaborative possibilities. By comparing samples of face-to-face discussion and online 

synchronous discussion, Warschauer (1999) found that the teacher’s role in online 

discussion was decentralized. In contrast to face-to-face discussion that generally follows 

the IRE (initiating, responding, and evaluating) pattern, for instance, the instructor’s turn 

appeared only once in the synchronous written discussion, when the topic was plagiarism 

related to academic writing. By contrast, the students actively participated in all 

discussion threads. As Abrams (2001) put it, CMC has been regarded as “a great 

equalizer, because of its ability to result in a more evenly distributed amount of 

participation (e.g. measured in number of words) among interactants than face-to-face 

discussions” (p. 490).  
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The case of Atsuko in Warschauer’s (1999) study shows that computer 

technology could serve as a great medium for peripheral academic participation. Atsuko 

was asked to create her own home page and to join an academic listserv in her discipline. 

Atsuko, a Japanese graduate student in an English as a Second Language program, sent 

an email to an academic listserv of English language teacher nationwide in Japan. 

Although she received an unexpected message criticizing her English writing skills, her 

experience facilitated by computer technology would have been of great value to her 

academic participation in the long run. A major finding of Warschauer’s study involved 

how seriously the participants took the objective of learning new semiotic skills in an 

online media. Warschauer thus offered the concept of electronic literacies as an 

alternative to that of computer-assisted language learning (CALL) when it is applied to 

online instruction.  

Working with preservice English teachers, Yagelski (2000) explored how 

computer technologies can be embodied in transforming practices in English classrooms. 

He analyzed weekly asynchronous “commentaries” in which students explored issues 

relevant to the course, posed questions, identified problems, and shared their thoughts. 

Pivotal to this online activity was the guidance of a teacher who was devoted to helping 

students develop a critical stance toward literacy. Yagelski found that students began to 

perceive literacy as a potentially transformative activity in computer-mediated 

discussions. For him, the students challenged their old views about literacy, and finally 

explored new ways to understand what it means to read and write.  

In a similar vein, Lea (2001) investigated the role of computer conferencing in the 

development of students’ disciplinary knowledge. Using an ethnographic approach to 

data gathering, Lea collected online discussion entries, copies of marked assignments 

with tutor comments and feedback, and email responses to tutors' semi-structured 
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questions from seven participants located in different countries. The focus of his analysis 

was whether the texts of the computer conferences were applied to the texts of students’ 

written assignments. Lea found that asynchronous computer conferencing provided 

opportunities for learners to reflect on their own and their peers’ academic arguments; 

those arguments served as their rhetorical resources to which students could refer at any 

time. Students made use of their peers’ writing for the purpose of developing their 

disciplinary knowledge in which texts from computer conferencing were reflected in 

writing assignments. In line with Warschauer's (1999) study, Lea also found that CMC 

changed peers’ roles to a more equal status in the class.  

There is some suggestion that computer - mediated discussions require strong 

structure, ongoing encouragement, and support, and must be incorporated into courses as 

essential rather than tangential components. For example, Whipp (2003), in a study 

examining the degree to which pre-service teachers reflect on their field work, found that 

the provision of direct questions, explicit student roles, and clearly defined goals elevated 

the level of online discussions to a more critical level. Findings culled from Schallert, 

Reed, and the D-team’s (2003) essay provide insight for computer- mediated discussion 

integrated into college courses as part of the learning process. They agreed that including 

online discussions in courses brings a qualitative difference to the student experience. 

They found that students who initially posted a naïve understanding of a disciplinary 

concept could raise understanding to a more sophisticated level by the end of a discussion 

thread. 

To conclude, an overarching implication taken from these studies is that the 

integration of CMC in the graduate classroom would facilitate the process of students’ 

academic literacy and knowledge development. Students can become active agents in the 

construction of their social and academic disciplinary knowledge in online environment, 
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providing scaffolding for each other. With the help of computer technology, the 

opportunities for students’ learning are also broadened to include multidimensional 

learning experiences so that they can become fuller participants in their own academic 

communities.  

SUMMARY 

In this chapter, I introduced the theoretical framework of language socialization 

(Duff, 1995, 1996; Ochs, 1988; Ochs & Schieffelin, 1984) and the notion of legitimate 

peripheral participation in a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 

1998). Informed by these theories, I approached my study equating academic discourse 

socialization with increasing levels and diversities of participation in academic 

communities of practice. I also reviewed previous scholarship that is relevant to my 

study, identifying areas for further research, some of which I addressed in this study. As 

the body of work on L2 academic discourse socialization indicates, many researchers 

have tended to focus on textual production, thereby missing other contextual concerns 

related to academic socialization process. This study thus was aimed to highlight these 

concerns by exploring how a group of first year L2 learners negotiate their participation 

in a graduate class that is viewed as an academic community of practice. 



 48 

 

Chapter 3: Method 

This chapter addresses the underlying research paradigm, methods, and 

procedural approach that I used in developing and conducting the study. It consists of 

five sections describing my research paradigm, research questions, the research site and 

participants, data sources and procedures, and data analysis. I finish by discussing how I 

worked to establish the trustworthiness of the study. 

RESEARCH PARADIGM 

In educational research, a paradigm, defined as a “basic set of beliefs that guides 

action” (Guba, 1990, p. 17), is an important foundation for understanding the nature of 

reality and knowledge (Kuhn, 1962).  A qualitative researcher is “bound within a net of 

epistemological and ontological premises which – regardless of ultimate truth or falsity – 

become partially self-validating” (Bateson, 1972, p. 314). Thus, a researcher must decide 

which paradigm is the best fit for the goal of his or her project.  

My study is grounded in the interpretive paradigm, because the purpose of my 

study is to analyze and understand an academic discursive practice that involves 

identifying what kinds of identities are salient in a given practice, what kinds of positions 

learners can take in interaction to signal these identities, and how language functions to 

index such positions and stances. According to Denzin and Lincoln (1990, p. 193), the 

tradition of interpretivism is characterized by three features: human action is viewed as 

meaningful; an ethical commitment is evinced in the form of respect for and fidelity to 

the life world; and the contribution of human subjectivity to knowledge is highlighted. 

In opposition to the positivist view that there is one objective reality and 

knowledge builds on that objective reality, the interpretive paradigm assumes multiple 
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realities that are socially and experientially co-constructed in specific and local contexts 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

In the interpretive paradigm, knowledge is considered to be value-laden rather 

than neutral, because viewpoints on knowledge can be different based on individual 

differences (i.e., race, gender, class, ethnicity, religion, personal beliefs, and values). The 

findings of an investigation are created rather than discovered (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). 

Accordingly, adherents of the interpretive paradigm seek an interpretive understanding of 

the meanings that people construct in both local and specific contexts, and how these 

meanings are interrelated.  

Interpretive researchers pay attention to the cultural influences embedded in 

power relations. With regard to culture, they argue that one must gain access to and 

participate in a culture in order to achieve an in-depth understanding of the nature of 

reality and knowledge in that culture. This argument paves the way for an ethnographic 

qualitative approach to method within the interpretive paradigm.  

An ethnographic qualitative approach  

My inquiry on L2 academic discourse socialization through computer-mediated 

communication was imbued with a cultural perspective. Although it did not allow 

students to see each other face-to-face, an electronic learning environment provided them 

with social and cultural interactions, allowed them to build a community, and had an 

influence on the way they thought and behaved through written texts (Bell, 2001; Hine, 

2000; Markham, 1998; Turkle, 1995). The community of practice built in the online 

space had its own particular language, beliefs, values, norms, and local histories. An 

ethnographic qualitative approach was, thus, helpful for understanding how novice 

learners became part of an online learning community in cyberspace.  
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I took an ethnographic approach to understanding social phenomena that were 

grounded in online learning community, their social activities in specific contexts, and 

the meanings these activities held for the participants (Erickson, 1986; Ramanathan & 

Atkinson, 1999; Watson-Gegeo, 1988).  

Originally, ethnographic research had been carried out only in “real life.” Within 

the past decade, ethnographic qualitative approach has increasingly drawn scholars’ 

attention to the field of computer communication and online learning as a means of 

conducting inquiry in cyberspace (Correll, 1995; Hine, 2000; Markham, 1998; Miller & 

Slater, 2000). With the rapid spread of the Internet and computer communication tools in 

the world, cyberspace is now seen as a cultural space (Bell, 2001; Bell & Kennedy, 2000; 

Nakamura, 2002; Turkle, 1995).  

As Tedlock (2000) described, “ethnography involves an ongoing attempt to place 

specific encounters, events, and understandings into a fuller, more meaningful context” 

(p. 455). Four keywords – context, activities, experiences, and meaning – capture well the 

theoretical underpinning of the ethnographic tradition. That is, social events or 

phenomena need to be understood within the contexts of their occurrences and with 

respect to the people who experience them and ascribe meaning to them. Hence, an 

important part of ethnographic research is “thick description” (Geertz, 1973, ch. 1), that 

is, detailed analysis of the social activities within a particular cultural setting with 

reference to the interpretation of the activities by the participants. By investigating the 

experiences of a small number of students in depth in and out classroom contexts, it seeks 

for “concrete and complex illustrations” (Wolcott, 1994, p. 364), aiming for a holistic 

understanding of students' cultural behavior.  

The ethnographic approach was employed for investigating how the new and 

emerging social networks constructed over electronic discussion boards gave rise to 
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alternative contexts for non-native graduate students in U.S. universities to use academic 

English. Through participant observation, I examined the demographics, social settings, 

and communicative interactions of the focal students and their interlocutors in the 

classroom and the electronic discussion board. By engaging in ongoing interviews with 

the focal students, I sought to understand their beliefs, motivations, and perception of 

their CMC writing activities.  

Given that my research interest was to explore how the students’ language use on 

Blackboard posting and on synchronous chatting is related to their identity formation 

within the online community and with respect to their social roles in the classroom, I 

carried out fieldwork in both the electronic environment where the focal students used 

academic English to discuss with their peers, and also in the classroom site where the 

ESL students learned disciplinary content knowledge in the American school system. 

Recent literacy, communication, and anthropological studies (Hines, 2000; 

Leander & McKim, 2003; Marcus, 1995) have maintained a more connective approach to 

inquiry that transcends “the single sites and local situations of conventional ethnographic 

research designs to examine the circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in 

diffuse time-space” (Marcus, 1995, p. 96). Following this line, this multi-sited 

ethnographic approach enabled me to explore how one’s academic language practices 

and related social positioning within one context may be aligned with how one is 

positioned in another context. As Marcus (1995) asserted, this type of research “arises in 

response to empirical changes in the world and therefore to transformed locations of 

cultural production” (p. 97) where the computer is not simply an object of study, but a 

context for study (Hines, 2000).  

In addition, the construction of “ethnographic methods across different sites is an 

attempt to address some of the complexity and tangentiality of contemporary cultures in a 
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global setting, and to shift conventional understanding of the local and global, social and 

technical” (Green, 1999, p. 106). The use of an ethnographic approach allowed me to 

examine the interrelation of multiple contexts in constructing the multidimensional 

experiences of the learners in this study. In the classroom context, students' academic 

discourse socialization mediated in online discussions did not simply arise from the 

textual exchange in CMC writing tasks. Rather it was intertwined with other contextual 

factors that were embedded in the EP800L course. Thus, my exploration of CMC 

practices were grounded in an ethnographic approach in order to understand better the 

complexities of L2 academic discourse socialization as a whole and to look at the 

multiple aspects of the setting under study.  

The Extended Case Study  

This inquiry followed the extended case study design (Burawoy, 1991). It sought 

not to generalize from the comparison of multiple cases but to use the ethnographic study 

of cases to extend and reconstruct theory. The extended case study draws on the best 

theoretical assumptions in the field and reconstructs them through further research. As a 

collection of cases, my exploratory study aimed not to generalize from its findings but to 

expand and provide alternative visions of language and literacy development as academic 

discourse socialization, in particular, the relation of academic discursive practice to 

learner identity formation in computer-mediated discussions. The in-depth study of cases 

helped me to illuminate the situated nature of language learning, and the complexity of 

individuals and the practices of academic literacy (Dyson, 1995). According to Stake 

(1995), such an approach holds the potential to destabilize conceptual frameworks and 

contribute to new understandings of the concepts under study.  
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Case study methods adopt non-probability sampling strategies to understand and 

discover rather than answering “how much” or “how often” kinds of questions (Merriam, 

1998, p. 61). The common data sampling within non-probability samples is purposive 

sampling, which allows the researcher to discover and learn as much as possible from the 

case. In this context, the criteria to choose the Psychology of Learning course are clear. 

First, the class incorporated CMC written discussions as part of the course. Second, due 

to the nature of interdisciplinarity, the course attracted students from diverse academic 

backgrounds, which made it possible for me to follow the development of a community 

of practice in CMC written discussions. Third, the primary goal for the class was to 

encourage students to read and write “texts” for knowledge construction and meaning 

negotiation. This is important because my interest was on how first year L2 students 

become socialized in a domain-specific academic discourse, that is, discourse in the field 

of educational psychology. My goal was to discover and become insightful about multi-

discursive practices and learning experiences as academic discourse socialization 

mediated in CMC writing activities. Therefore I chose EP800L class as a research site 

where I can learn a great deal about issues of central focus. The power of purposeful 

sampling is in selecting information-rich cases for study in-depth (Patton, 1990). In what 

follows, I establish the specific research questions that guided the present study. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

The purpose of this study is to understand how first year L2 graduate students 

negotiate their membership in a new academic discourse through their participation in 

online writing activities. By means of in-depth explorations of L2 learners' experiences in 

their new classroom, this study aims to produce a thick description of their academic 

literacy events.  
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As I described in Chapter 2, the underlying assumption of the study is that 

newcomer's socialization into academic discourse is a complex and transformative 

process and it involves not simply the mastery of content knowledge but also the 

negotiation of role relationships, identities, cultures, and power. The data analysis and 

interpretation were guided by the following research questions that were based on the 

theoretical frameworks, namely, the theory of second language socialization and a 

community of practice model, outlined earlier as well as the ongoing data collection and 

analysis: 

1. What is the nature of first year L2 students' discourse socialization as they 

engaged in online writing activities, one of the most common instructional 

routines in EP800L? 

2. What are the thoughts, perspectives, and feelings of first year L2 students about 

their participation/socialization in online writing activities? 

3. How do first year L2 students perceive their non-participation in class 

discussions? What causes their classroom silence?  

Ultimately, my purpose was to explore the relationships obtained among L2 students' 

identity, classroom participation, and personal transformation. 

SITES AND PARTICIPANTS 

This study was conducted at a large research university located in a multilingual 

city in southwestern United States. Reflecting the cultural richness of the city, students, 

including international students and recent immigrants, come from diverse cultural, 

linguistic, and ethnic backgrounds. During the fall semester of 2008, I observed and 

recorded a graduate content course (EP800L) offered by the graduate program in 

Educational Psychology. As I described earlier, I selected the class because (1) the 
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observed EP800L class reflected the university's mixture of local oldtimer and newcomer 

students; (2) computer-mediated discussions were a main part of class activities that were 

my focal interest; (3) because this is a required introductory course in the specific 

academic domain, I assumed that I could have easy excess to first year ESL graduate 

students who were expected to take this required course; and (4) EP800L dealt explicitly 

with issues of learning-related research and theoretical syntheses, thereby providing rich 

linguistic and propositional content. Thus, the course was chosen as an information-rich 

case for my study grounded in the logic and power of purposeful sampling (Patton, 

1990). Because the goal of the study was to explore first year non-native graduate 

students' discourse socialization processes in depth, this sampling procedure allowed me 

to take for an appropriate class with a specific focus. As Morrow and Smith (2000) have 

asserted, purposeful sampling enabled me to set “predetermined criteria for selection of 

participants to gain an information-rich sample” (p. 208). 

During the semester, the class met face-to-face twelve times, with eight of these 

meetings concluding in the computer lab synchronous chat discussions for the last 40 

minutes. In addition, three times replaced the face-to-face meeting with asynchronous 

Blackboard discussions. These three discussions were the focal point of my investigation 

of how L2 graduates become socialized in a community of practice mediated in CMC 

writing activities. My study included five cases of first year ESL graduate students who 

were specializing in Foreign Language Education and Educational Psychology. The class 

met every Tuesday in the afternoon. Students were supposed to come to the class 

prepared to discuss assigned reading materials. 

Of the 31 students enrolled in the EP800L course, 22 were female students and 9 

were male students. Among those 31 students, there were 10 non-native English 

speakers. The main focal participants were five female graduate students who came from 
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Korea, Taiwan, Mexico, and Puerto Rico: they were studying in different graduate 

programs including Foreign Language Education and Educational Psychology. In the 

very beginning of the fall semester 2008, I invited these students by sending out an 

invitation letter.  

I decided to recruit participants in Foreign Language Education and Educational 

Psychology because I had academic background and professional experience in these 

areas of study and believed that it might be helpful in understanding individual students’ 

learning experiences in their new classroom community. All the newly arrived ESL 

graduate students in this class were selected in order to allow me a better understanding 

of the initial stage of academic discourse socialization. All five students identified 

themselves as speakers of English as a second language. In accordance with university 

ethical guidelines, all participants, including the five focal students and the course 

instructor, signed consent forms to indicate their full voluntary agreement to study 

procedures.  

FOCAL PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

The class composition in Room GRE303 was typical for introductory Educational 

Psychology course. The student body of the EP800L class observed in this project was 

ethnically, linguistically, and educationally diverse. Although the majority of the students 

were native speakers, the class also included some non-native English speakers. Before 

investigating the individual students’ situated experiences in Psychology of Learning 

class, I introduce a profile of the focal students regarding their cultural, linguistic, 

educational backgrounds, academic goals, and professional experiences in this section. 

The descriptions generally include: (1) individual students’ biographical, educational 

/academic, and linguistic backgrounds; (2) their purposes for taking this graduate content 
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course; (3) their previous experiences with computer-mediated communication; (4) their 

professional experiences that may relate to the course; and (5) their academic and career 

goals. 

Such information on individual students’ unique personal histories, academic 

goals, and the motivation for taking EP800L course is important to enrich “a holistic and 

in-depth understanding of their perspectives and experiences” (Morita, 2002). It also 

allowed me to see the diverse aspects that may exist among the students represented 

under a general label such as first-year graduate students or ESL students. Therefore, this 

section serves a backdrop for the next chapters where I examine the focal students' 

experiences and perspectives regarding online group discussions in EP800L.  

At the end of the section, an overview of the focal students (Table 3.1) is 

presented. Pseudonyms were used to replace their real names.  

Sumi 

Sumi was a first-year doctoral student in the Foreign Language Education. At the 

time the study was conducted, Sumi was a 35+-year old Korean female student. Before 

she joined her program, she had worked as a freelance translator/interpreter for 10 years 

in Korea. When I first met her at the Korean FLE students' annual meeting, she had a 

very friendly demeanor and appeared to be strongly motivated to learn. She portrayed 

herself as “a learner most of her life” on students' background survey.  

Sumi had studied Social Work at Yeon-sei University in Korea and received a 

B.A. degree. When she was an undergraduate, she used to teach middle school or high 

school students as a private tutor. After graduation, she continuously pursued a Master’s 

degree in a Translation/Interpretation graduate school in Korea. While pursuing her 
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master's degree, she taught students as an English instructor and a lecturer at a university 

in Korea.  

She chose to take this course because she believed that this educational 

psychology course could “set a good foundation for” her future teaching and research 

work. When I was asking her about her thesis title in our first interview, interestingly she 

said to me, “We don’t write thesis we just take graduation exams, so it’s very different 

from the study I’m doing here. To study the language, it’s basically what you do. So at 

graduation exams, you have to take four different exams and four interpretation exams. 

You don’t study thesis or articles. You do a lot of reading but it’s not about 

understanding articles. You learn how to phrase. So it’s very different” (Interview, 

9/25/2008). 

After graduation from the Translation/Interpretation graduate school, she worked 

as an interpreter for about 10 years. Throughout her career, she enjoyed working with a 

variety of people with different cultural backgrounds. When I asked what had brought her 

to the U.S., she mentioned that, although her job was interesting and rewarding, 10 years 

of interpretation made her quite exhausted and it did not provide her with deeper levels of 

satisfaction in her own intellectual growth: “I think you do a lot of information 

processing as you work but not a very deeper level of processing or analyzing. It only 

requires you to do shallow processing. I thought that I need to do some deeper level of 

processing (laughter). And some study of human beings. That’s why I wanted to come 

back to school. Yeah, I guess that’s what made me come back to school” (Interview, 

9/25/2008). 

After earning her doctoral degree, she planned to go back to Korea and teach 

students in a university. Because she had quite a long work experience as a professional 



 59 

translator/interpreter in Korea, she hoped to integrate what she would learn in the U.S. 

with her professional career in the field of translation/interpretation. 

She had two young children aged 9 and 3, whom she described as “rigorous 

learners”. Her husband who was older than her by five years had worked for a huge 

insurance corporation in Korea. Seven years before, her husband had independently 

launched his own business in the insurance field: “He has about, I don’t know, 30 to 50 

employees. Basically they sell insurance products to all the different companies.” 

Although her husband was not fully supportive of her study in the U.S., to some extent, 

he was satisfied with her stay in the U.S. because he thought that it would give his 

children a great opportunity to learn English. Sumi remembered what her husband had 

said: “He said that he is really supporting my study in U.S. because of our children's 

English language learning, not because of me (laughter)” (Sumi, Interview, 12/16/2008).  

She did not have any previous experience in participating in online discussions, 

especially synchronous discussions, although she was a regular email user. She was 

concerned about her typing speed, which was “a little slow to keep up with her thoughts”. 

She spoke Korean, English, and a little French. During the time of the study, Sumi was 

taking three other courses including Second Language Acquisition, Research and Writing 

Methods in Foreign Language, and Foreign Language Education Forum. She lived with 

her two children in an apartment off campus and commuted to the university by a school 

shuttle bus.  

Lynn 

Like Sumi, Lynn was also in the first semester as a doctoral student in the Foreign 

Language Education Program. Sumi and Lynn were taking two graduate courses in 

Foreign Language Education together during the same semester. Lynn was a 30+-year 
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old Taiwanese female student. She was born and raised in Taiwan and had moved to the 

United States with her parents when she was entering a graduate school in New York. 

When I met her on the first day of EP800L class, Lynn sat very quietly in her seat. My 

impression about her quite demeanor continued over the semester because she kept silent 

during all face-to-face classroom discussion.  

She had majored in English Literature at a university in Taiwan and continued on 

with her master’s work in TESOL at a university in New York. After obtaining her 

master's degree, she taught EFL students for a few years and also worked as an editor of 

children’s English books.  

When I asked her about her future research interest, she wanted to combine 

language learning with English literary texts. Due to her undergraduate background in 

English literature, she seemed to be interested in using literary texts for teaching English 

as a second language. Although it was the first semester in the doctoral program, she was 

already concerned with finding an appropriate professor whose expertise combined both 

English Literature and foreign language education area. Lynn was determined to learn 

and brought specific goals to her studies. Her ultimate career goal was to teach students at 

the college level in Taiwan. 

 Because her father worked for the Taiwanese government as a government 

official in the field of natural science, her family had an opportunity to come to the U.S. 

and stay in New York City for a few years. In her family, she was the oldest daughter and 

had three younger sisters. She told me that when she was little, her parents sent her to 

dance academy to learn ballet and she was also obliged to learn the piano. Apparently, 

her parents’ socio economic status was beyond the average, although she did not agree 

with me, saying, “Learning experience in ballet and musical instruments when you were 
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little does not necessarily represent your current socioeconomic status at all” (Lynn, 

Interview, 11/25/2008). 

During the time of the study, Lynn was taking four other graduate courses 

including Second Language Acquisition, Measurement and Evaluation, Motivation and 

Emotion, and Foreign Language Education Forum. Because this course was a 

requirement in Foreign Language Education program, she was strongly motivated to take 

EP800L: “I think this course is deeply related to language teaching and learning and thus 

I am desiring to learn something more from this course” (Students' Background Survey). 

Interestingly, she expressed her frustration in taking a psychology course when 

she was in her college: “It was a nightmare for me although my professor was a nice 

person. I found it very difficult and I just wasn’t able to understand the concepts and 

theories of Psychology, no matter how hard I tried to study.” (Lynn, Students' 

Background Survey) 

During the fall semester, Lynn appeared to remain quiet and even disconnected 

from the class participation. She avoided subjecting herself to the atmosphere in the 

classroom, which she mentioned tended to get competitive and tense. As she mentioned, 

her role in class was “a listener most of the time” because of her “shyness and 

uncomfortable feelings in speaking up.” Lynn always sat quietly in class, taking notes 

selectively but not frantically. In her reflective essay, she reflected on the class:  

During the oral discussions in class, I somehow experienced a certain 
degree of anxiety because of my foreign language anxiety when I was 
trying to comprehend one’s saying or to take notes on part of the speech 
given by the professor that I have never learned before. The oral 
discussions sometimes made me anxious if I was not capable of 
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transferring the received information into my understanding of knowledge. 
(Self-reflective Essay, December 12, 2008).  

 When asked what concerns she had regarding her new academic life, Lynn 

mentioned that taking five courses in one semester as a first-year doctoral student was too 

challenging and also said that she would never take five or even four courses for one 

semester in the future. Because she was living in an apartment complex that was within 

walking distance from the university campus, she felt that her residence near the 

university brought a positive influence to her new academic as well as social life. Lynn 

wanted to teach students at the college level in Taiwan after obtaining a doctoral degree. 

 Although Lynn did not have any previous experience of computer-mediated 

discussions, she showed a strong interest in the different mode of writing: “It’s a new 

way of learning for me, but I’m happy to experience this. If it’s efficient and less tense, 

I’ll use this for my future teaching” (Lynn, Students' Background Survey). 

Jiyoung 

Jiyoung, a 30+-year old female student, belonged to a doctoral program in 

Department of Educational Psychology. She was born and raised in a large city in Korea. 

She was staying in the U.S. with her husband and one-year old baby. Her husband, a 

doctoral student in the department of Linguistics, was working on his dissertation. During 

the fall semester, she often expressed her difficulty in maintaining a good balance 

between her family duties and her studies in the doctoral program. Despite her tight 

schedule, Jiyoung kindly offered to be a participant in my study. At the time this study 

was conducted, Jiyoung was taking three graduate courses (i.e., Fundamental Statistics, 

Measurement and Evaluation, and Psychology of Learning) mostly related to her 

specialized area.  



 63 

Having earned her bachelor's degree in English Language and Literature, she had 

continued on with her master's work in the same area. Before joining the doctoral 

program in Educational Psychology, she had worked at a middle school in Korea 

teaching English to Korean students for about five years.  

Like many international students in graduate school, studying abroad was mainly 

for professional development for Jiyoung. She felt “very happy to be given such an 

opportunity” and said, “The time I have in the U.S. is so important and I don't want to 

waste any of it.” Her primary goal was to go back to Korea and become a faculty member 

at a university in Korea. She also hoped to contribute to her fellow teachers in Korea with 

the new knowledge and skills she would gain in the U.S.  

Jiyoung felt that she had some prior knowledge of certain topics to be covered in 

this class, because she had taken a few undergraduate courses including educational 

psychology and curriculum. With her educational background in English literature, she 

hoped that the EP800L course could offer her a different perspective to look at 

educational fields. Her motivation to choose to take the EP800L course was very strong: 

“I would like to learn about what psychology of learning is and what the learning process 

is” (Jiyoung, Students' Background Survey). 

Although Jiyoung assumed that she would not have a big problem in keeping up 

with the ideas in the course, she still expressed some concern about her typing speed in 

participating in online discussions.  

Kelly 

As a first-year doctoral student, Kelly was seeking a degree in an area of 

Educational Psychology. Kelly had come to the U.S. from Puerto Rico in order to enter a 

college when she was 18 years old. She moved to the U.S. by herself while her parents 
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remained in Puerto Rico. She described her family as having a strong educational 

background: her father was a surgeon back home country and her mother was also a 

surgeon in the U.S. They met in a medical school in the U.S. Kelly had one brother and 

three sisters. Her eldest brother was a lawyer working in New York. Her elder sister 

worked as a case manager related to social work. Both of younger sisters studied in 

colleges, majoring in accounting and biology. Her mother lived in New Hampshire and 

her father still lived in Puerto Rico. She was a fluent bilingual speaker of English and 

Spanish. She mentioned that she used Spanish mainly to speak to her family and 

occasionally in emails.  

As for the reasons for taking this class, she had two different levels of needs: “On 

one level, this course fulfills a domain for School Psychology requirement, but on a 

deeper level, I want to understand how learning works for students who have difficulties 

in their social environments” (Student Background Survey). 

She brought multiple perspectives to bear in my project. A 25+-year old native of 

Puerto Rico and a graduate of a prestigious Eastern university, Kelly seemed to see this 

new academic community through the eyes of someone who had been trained in the 

“Psychology tradition.” Her undergraduate major was Literature in Latin American 

Studies. After graduation from her undergraduate program, she had entered a master’s 

program in Educational Psychology at the same university. Her main interest in the 

program was Risk to Prevention. Kelly also had years of work experience in several 

social services including middle school.  

Interestingly, she introduced herself as a “writer in the world of poetry and young 

adult literature, as a middle school dropout prevention specialist, and forensic 

interviewer.” She had moved to Austin from Boston about six years earlier. She worked 

at a center for child protection law, a nonprofit school for about three years, and also 
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worked at a middle school for dropout prevention: “At the center I worked as a forensic 

interviewer for about two years so I conducted interviews with kids that had been victims 

of child abuse mainly. And most of the witnesses denied the crime basically, any time, 

also witnessed some violent crime basically, at that time the police had to interview a 

child under age of 12, they don’t do it themselves. They instead take the forensic 

interviewer and that has to be audio taped interviews, so I was trained in that and I did 

that for about two years and worked as a crime rater after that” (Interview, 9/23/2008). 

During the time of the study, Kelly was taking Statistics, Individual Testing, and 

Ethics in School Psychology, which was a foundational course in her major area, School 

Psychology. Kelly often critically argued about the superficial treatment of learning 

theory and methods that she thought students were given in their core courses, and about 

the perpetuation of mindless jargon and ritual in academic discourse.  

At the time of the study, she was not sure about her future goal while seriously 

considering teaching at college level after obtaining a doctoral degree: “Basically, 

because I've been in social services already for about 5 years, I really enjoyed the field 

but I thought that there wasn't really, ... there was not much of a career path in it. I mean 

you either are in direct services you go into, I think ultimately I want to be in 

administration running a non-profit, but also I want to have the ability to do clinical 

work. So getting a psychologist's license seems really the best way to do that, because I 

could have gotten a social work license, umm counseling license, but it really would have 

been pretty big chunk of time any way, you know, it wouldn't have given me as much 

flexibility and freedom to ...plus you have to really enjoy research, I mean, enjoy doing.” 
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Roberta 

Roberta, a 25+-year old woman, was a first-year master's student aiming for a 

MEd degree in Educational Psychology at the time she took the EP800L course. She 

lived with her husband in an apartment off campus and often used her bicycle to come to 

the university campus. Her husband was also a first-year master's student in an 

engineering field. In addition to seeking her academic interests, she also hoped to “learn 

various culture and to become a whole person” by living in the U.S. without the support 

of her parents in Mexico. With the Psychology of Learning course, she was taking other 

courses such as Fundamental Statistics, and Child and Adolescent Social and Cognitive 

Development. She was excited by having the opportunity to participate in a research 

project regarding children's language development using a computer software in the 

following semester.  

Although her undergraduate major was Psychology, she did not show a strong 

confidence in her familiarity with the content of EP800L: “I took a course on language 

and cognition when I was an undergraduate. However, it was a very long time ago and do 

not remember so much” (Students' Background Survey). Later in our third interview, she 

clearly explained to me about the primary difference between what she had learned in her 

undergraduate major and the overall topics that she was learning in EP800L. 

She was interested in this course in order to “deeply understand the process of 

learning,” as she wanted to become a specialist in “curricular development” after 

obtaining a master's degree. Roberta's other goal for taking this course was to “refresh 

and learn about learning theories and become more familiar with reading scientific 

literature”.  

For about 5 years, Roberta had worked with 3 to 5-year old children as an ESL 

teacher in Mexico before she came to the U.S. for the master's program in Educational 
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Psychology. Since her mother was running an ESL academy in Mexico, she wanted to go 

back to Mexico after graduation to help her mother's work. Like Kelly's case, Roberta 

used her native language, Spanish, to communicate with her family and friends in Mexico 

and used English mainly for “school purposes.” Like Jiyoung, she was also concerned 

about her slow typing speed in composing online writing. Because she was using 

Blackboard posting in another class (Child and Adolescent Social and Cognitive 

Development), she felt that she would not have any serious difficulties in participating in 

CMC writing tasks.  

To summarize, I have introduced the five focal students by summarizing their 

educational, professional, linguistic backgrounds, future career goals, and contexts of 

learning. Individual participants brought different personal histories, academic interests, 

and goals to their studies at the U.S. university, thereby shaping their class participation 

to a significant degree, as presented in the following chapters. Table 3.1 shows an 

overview of the focal students' characteristics.  

Table 3.1: Overview of Case Study Participants 

Sumi Lynn Jiyoung Kelly Roberta 
Program PhD in 

Foreign 
Language 
Education 

PhD in 
Foreign 
Language 
Education 

PhD in 
Educational 
Psychology 

PhD in 
Educational 
Psychology 

MEd in 
Educational 
Psychology 

Age late 30's early 30's early 30's late 20's mid 20's 
Gender Female Female Female Female Female 
First 
language/ 
Nation of 
origin 

Korean/ 
South Korea 

Taiwanese/ 
Taiwan 

Korean/ 
South Korea 

Spanish/ 
Puerto Rico 

Spanish/ 
Mexico 

Previous 
degrees 

BA, MA BA, MA BA, MA BA, MEd BA 
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Professional 
experience 

Interpreter/Tr
anslator in 
Korea (10 
years) 

Elementary 
school 
teacher of 
EFL and 
English book 
editor in 
America (2 
years) 

Middle 
school 
teacher of 
EFL in Korea 
(5 years) 

Risk 
prevention 
specialist in 
Social 
services in 
America (5 
years) 

 Preschool 
teacher of 
ESL (5 years) 

Plan after 
graduating 

Teach at 
college level 
in Korea 

Teach at 
college level 
in Taiwan 

Teach at 
secondary or 
college level 
in Korea 

Teach at 
college level 
in America 

Teach at a 
preschool in 
Mexico 

DATA COLLECTION 

I employed multiple data collection strategies in this study. The use of multiple 

methods allows the researcher to encompass broader issues (Yin, 1994), to solidify the 

new findings and give relevant explanations (Merriam, 1998), and to ensure 

trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of naturalistic inquiry. In addition, collecting 

multidimensional aspects from different sources helped me better understand participants' 

discourse socialization processes and their perspectives on them. 

My study incorporated classroom observations, background questionnaires, end-

of-semester questionnaires, print outs of CMC texts, ethnographic in-depth interviews 

with the focal students and the teacher interview, copies of course-related documents, 

students’ self reflective essays about online discussions, and my reflective research 

journal. Such incorporations have enabled me to create a “thick description” (Gertz, 

1973) of the emergent community of practice in the online space as well as to gain a rich 

sense of what it means to become enculturated in the new academic discourse as an 

alternative construct for looking at language socialization.  

Table 3.1, cont.
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Participant observation over the semester helped me to grasp a situated 

understanding of the aspects of the academic classroom community that enhanced the 

development of collaborative, local conventions of academic discourse and learning over 

time. Participant observation also allowed me to understand how such spaces motivate 

first year ESL graduate students to enact identities as successful and critical writers, 

readers, and users of academic discourse.  

1. Background Information Survey

One data source came from a semi-structured background survey (Appendix A) 

filled out by all students in the first week of the fall 2008 semester. The main purpose of 

the survey was to find out about the students' educational and professional backgrounds, 

their program of study, the courses they were taking, and their academic interests. The 

survey included some questions about the students’ age, educational backgrounds, the 

reasons they were taking the course, and their previous experiences with any course 

having a CMC discussion component. Based on this background survey, I was able to 

choose first year non-native graduate students as the focal students for the study. 

2. Classroom Observation

I attended class on an ongoing basis throughout the semester, attending every 

class meeting. I audiotaped each class session and took extensive field notes in this class. 

I also noted classroom observations in my researcher’s journal immediately following 

class. My field notes contained daily seating arrangements, content of lectures, board 

work, some attitudes of the focal students, and some commentary by the instructor and 

the students. I was able to compare the focal students' participation in class discussions, 

which provided valuable insights to my data interpretation.  
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In addition, I examined how the classroom culture influenced students’ perception 

of CMC writing activities. While observing the class, I also collected reading materials, a 

copy of the course syllabus, and handouts in order to look at how classroom discussions 

and assignments were addressed and what the instructor’s expectations were. Classroom 

observations helped me to see how the course developed and how the focal students' 

participation changed or did not change over the semester. It also helped me to see what 

kinds of social relationships were developing among students and how such relationships 

might have affected the focal students' engagement with online discussions.  

Another strength of classroom observation was my development of rapport in 

order to gain an insider's perspective with the focal students and the instructor. I was a 

participant observer with a “peripheral membership role” (Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 380). 

While forming some level of membership in the class by attending the class every week, I 

did not actively participate in classroom activities. I usually sat toward the back corner of 

the classroom and took field notes.  

3. Interviews with the Focal Students

I conducted interviews with the focal students within a week of an asynchronous 

discussion. Informed by both of discourse-based and ethnographic interviews, I 

interviewed each of the five participants four times over the fall semester. A discourse-

based interview is a specific type of interview that makes explicit the knowledge, 

thoughts, feelings, or strategies underlying the process of writing or reading by asking 

writers or readers what they had thought and felt at the moment of writing and reading by 

actually looking at the text they had written or read (Odell, Goswami, & Herrington, 

1983). The students were asked to reflect on their online discussions in general and to 

talk about their experiences and feelings in each online discussion in which they 
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participated. They also made some comments on several issues that I had prepared on 

classroom participation, their adjustment to new academic demands, and language 

barriers, and so on. Specifically, the first interview (Appendix B) focused on the 

partcipants' impressions and thoughts about the two different modes, the synchronous 

chat discussions and asynchronous Blackboard discussions. The second interview 

(Appendix C) highlighted students' perspectives on any temporal changes of motivation, 

confidence, and roles as they participated in online discussions. 

From a micro perspective in terms of discourse-based interviews, I structured 

these interviews to be as open-ended as possible but still “guided.” I began the interview 

in a very open-ended manner, simply asking the student to tell me about the experience in 

general (e.g., what’s your general impression about this particular asynchronous 

discussion?; How did you experience the discussion?). Then the participant and I read 

through the whole CMC transcript together and I let the participant talk about such things 

as what was the major motivation for writing a particular message, how she chose to 

whom to respond, what was the major concern in composing the message, etc. Then I 

asked the student about specific turns that I noted prior to the interview. I gave attention 

to places in the text where contextual cues or different “voices” including shifts in style 

seemed apparent.  

When conducting interviews, I continuously checked the interviewee accounts 

against the text for accuracy and meaning. The clarification of participant meanings 

during the interviews enabled me to verify my interpretation within the flow of the 

interviews and may reduce the possibility of introducing unintended sources of bias 

(Morrow & Smith, 2000). Each interview lasted between 40 minutes to one hour, 

depending on the participants' schedule and the particular topics that were discussed. All 

the interviews were conducted in English, audio-recorded, and transcribed. 
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4. Interview with the Course Instructor

To understand better the nature of EP800L course and discourse events taking 

place in the course, I conducted a semi-structured interview with the course instructor at 

the beginning of the fall 2008 semester. The main purpose of the interview was to get the 

instructor's perspective in terms of the rationale underlying the course objectives, class 

activities, homework assignments, and online writing activities. Gaining the instructor's 

view was important because of the instructor's potential role in the L2 graduate students' 

discourse socialization. As a representative of one (or more) academic discourse 

communities, she could provide an insightful view about the issues of non-native 

students' discourse socialization.  

The interview with the instructor (Appendix D) was designed to elicit the 

instructor's academic background, her beliefs about the area of language and cognition 

she and the course espoused, and the role of online writing activities within the course 

and within the field of education. The main questions included: nature of EP800L course, 

expectations about graduate students' classroom participation, the role of CMC writing 

activities in the class, challenges faced by non-native graduate students, and her 

experiences and challenges in teaching non-native students. The interview lasted about 2 

hours, which was audio-recorded and transcribed.  

5. CMC Written Texts

After each online discussion, I collected the transcript of the online discussion. I 

examined the transcripts from a language socialization perspective and with the concepts 

of a community of practice in mind prior to the discourse-based interviews. During the 

examination, I referred to any reading assigned during the unit, the assignment sheet, the 

student's background survey, classmates’ comments, and the teacher’s comments from 

class discussions in order to identify places where the student might have been 
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responding to the interests, needs, questions, or concerns expressed by the teacher, 

classmates, authors of assigned reading, other points of view discussed in the readings, 

and so on. 

6. Self-Reflective Essay on Online Discussions

 Students were asked to produce a self-reflective essay on the online discussions 

as part of the class assignments, with the purpose of helping them reflect on what they 

had learned by engaging in CMC written discussions. Students were expected to describe 

the learning they experienced, and any linguistic, cognitive, affective, social, and cultural 

reactions that they had during the online discussions. At the first class meeting, the 

students were informed that, with their consent, their self-reflective essays would be used 

as part of my data sources. The self-reflective essays provided information not obtained 

from the interviews and helped me understand the students’ perceptions about their 

experiences with the online discussions: the essays often revealed students' thoughts and 

feeling that were invisible in the classroom. It also captured the affective aspect of their 

lived experiences in online participation, which would have been difficult to capture in 

interviews with the focal students. 

7. Documents

I collected all the course materials (i.e., syllabus, handouts, and assigned readings) 

the focal students took during the semester. A close reading of the various key documents 

that students were expected to read, analyze, and write in the class helped me to sense the 

world of specific academic discourse in which students were immersed. Although I did 

not conduct systemic linguistic analysis on the course written discourse, I tried to 

familiarize myself with the particular academic discourse used in class documents.  
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The course outline provided information including course objectives, a list of 

readings with a weekly schedule, homework assignments, and the criteria for assigning 

grades. The outlines also provided the instructor's explicit and implicit expectations about 

students' ongoing learning and performance in class participation.  

8. End- of -Semester Questionnaires 

 Questionnaires (Appendix E) were distributed to the focal students by email 

after the last week of the fall 2008 semester. Open-ended questions encompassed issues 

about the course expectations, assignments, online writing activities, their difficulties in 

the course, key academic terms, and their professional goals. The questionnaires provided 

me with a source of data with which to search for specific patterns of concerns. I 

compared the students' responses both within and across individuals. This kind of 

analysis was used to document similarities and differences among the students and to 

provide a mini-cross-sectional perspective of L2 academic discourse socialization. The 

questionnaires were also used to check the consistency of my interpretations and of 

students' comments in interviews, online discussions, and as a source for quotations. 

9. My Own Reflective Research Journal 

While observing the classes and reading the CMC written discussion, I recorded 

not only descriptive observations but also my ongoing reflections, insights, questions, and 

concerns related to all parts of the research process. My research journal helped to remind 

me of what I should ask in upcoming interviews and what I should focus on in my next 

steps. During the interviews, I also used notes to supplement the interview transcripts 

because “the tape-recorder misses the sights, the smells, the impressions, and the extra 

remarks said before and after the interview” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, p. 75).  



75 

DATA ANALYSIS

To understand better how first year non-native graduate students use language to 

become socialized in a domain-specific academic discourse, and how the social and 

discursive processes of their online writing activities are interrelated to their identity 

formation in their new classroom community, I primarily turned to two modes of 

analysis: inductive thematic analysis and discourse analysis.  

Although data were collected in the whole class activities from beginning to end, 

this study focused on describing and interpreting the focal students' academic discourse 

socialization mediated by online discussions. I chose a specific online task, CMC written 

discussion, as the primary focus of analysis in this study.  

Data analysis in this study followed a tradition in qualitative research (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1995). I conceptualized the analytic procedures in terms of the following 

modes: organizing the data, developing categories, themes, and patterns, testing the 

emergent hypotheses against the data, and searching for alternative explanations of the 

data.  

Categories and themes were emergent from the data, and theories about settings 

and participants were grounded in specific experience of the research site (Patton, 1990; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I carried out inductive analysis to identify themes and analytical 

categories in the field notes, interview transcripts, printed CMC texts, and the focal 

students’ self reflective essays. I identified the possible themes through a triangulation of 

the students’ self-reflective essays, CMC written texts, and my participant observation. 

As the themes emerged, I created analytical categories to present an understanding of 

how the themes relate to my research questions. For the themes that were salient in the 

data, I used certain analytical categories to understand how first year non-native graduate 

students developed their relationships with other experienced students and how they 
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practiced a second language in ways that were oriented toward specific academic 

concerns at the level of discourse.  

 Through this inductive process, I tried to identify major patterns in the students’ 

experiences of CMC writing and learning in L2 academic discourse in the graduate 

content course and sought to relate their CMC writing activities to their participation in 

the classroom community. I engaged in this inductive analysis in an ongoing, cyclical 

way throughout the study, including during the data collection phase. 

For the CMC written texts, I drew on interactional sociolinguistics to examine 

how academic discursive practice is interrelated to the construction of learner identity and 

social relationships in the electronic exchanges produced by the focal students and their 

interlocutors. Interactional sociolinguistics was developed from the pioneering work of 

scholars such as Goffman (i.e., 1969, 1975, 1981) and Gumperz (i.e., 1982). Interactional 

sociolinguistics seeks to discover the cultural assumptions and social differentiation 

produced and reproduced in people’s everyday conduct through the microanalysis of 

verbal interactions. One way of conceptualizing the socio-interactional community of 

task- based activities is to draw on Goffman's (1981) discussion of participation 

framework. According to Goffman (1981), communication necessitates not only the 

speaker and the addressee but also other participants as well. It is necessary to define the 

specific roles of all the participants in terms of their respective degrees of involvement in 

a domain-specific discourse. Goffman suggested that any activity is dependent upon a 

particular production format that establishes, or attempts to establish, the ways in which 

“those within the perceptual range” will participate in a discourse event. I used 

Goffman’s (1981) analytical concept of production format to examine the asymmetry of 

the novice and the expert identities in the discursive construction of power relations in the 

threaded exchanges. 
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Consistent with this line, analysis of the computer-mediated discourse was 

informed by the constructs of position and positioning (Carbaugh, 1996; Wortham, 

2000), epistemic stance (Ochs, 1996), and affective stance (Ochs, 1996) for analyzing the 

linguistic and discursive means by which social identities were indexed and constructed 

in a domain specific language practice.  

The concept of positioning represents the notion that projection and recognition of 

social identities are developing whenever and wherever humans interact. Positioning 

entails identification – projection of the self and recognition of that self by others in a 

reflexive and interactive process – as well as the placement of the self in social space. It 

happens when individuals negotiate their roles within specific socially situated activities 

embedded in specific social contexts. Ochs (1996) used the term epistemic stance to 

describe how the positions that learners take are indexed through their knowledge claims. 

Through participation in academic language practices, students learn what is fundamental 

to know and what kinds of stances are appropriate to take toward that knowledge. They 

also learn how to express these stances linguistically and through other semiotic means.  

Ochs’ affective stance refers to the way talk indexes certain positions a speaker 

takes in relation to other participants and non-participants in the interaction. Affective 

stance has to do with a speaker’s degree of alignment with other people and how he or 

she communicates that alignment through talk. Ochs (1996) presented structures that may 

encode epistemic stance. These structures involve sentential adverbs, hedges, 

presuppositional cleft constructions, and sentential mood. Markers of affective stance are 

not always obvious in academic discussions. This may be due to a preference for 

“objective” talk in which the importance of abstract ideas is foregrounded (Tracy, 1997). 

However, affective stance can be made explicit when participants in a discussion state 
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their agreement or disagreement with each other, including the authors of texts the 

participants have read that are the topic of discussion.  

The microanalysis of computer-mediated discourse was complemented by 

ethnographic inquiry through in-depth interviews with the focal students and participant 

observation in the classroom over the semester. Regarding what social beliefs and 

relations the discourse indexes and constructs, the arguments that I made were 

contextualized within an understanding of the focal participants’ histories of engagement 

and interpretation of their CMC writing activities.  

TRUSTWORTHINESS OF THE CONCLUSIONS FROM DATA ANALYSIS 

In order to provide enough objectivity to see the broader connections and 

relationships among phenomena (Kantor, Kirby, & Goetz, 1981), I followed Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) as well as Merriam (1998) who put forward the notion of trustworthiness in 

a qualitative study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed four concepts – credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability- as replacing the traditional four criteria 

for quantitative studies, internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity.  

 This study's trustworthiness lies in its triangulation of multiple methods, diverse 

data sources, sites (classroom and online space), peer debriefing, and prolonged 

engagement (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) in class observation, and extensive reading of every 

online discussions.  

To allow data to be triangulated, I used multiple collection methods (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1995) involving classroom observations, background questionnaires with the 

students, interviews with the focal students and the class instructor, CMC written 

transcripts, and the focal students' self-reflective essays. I tried to capture “multiple 

realities” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 296) through observations of different research sites 
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(classroom, computer lab, and Blackboard bulletin board) as well as interviews with the 

focal students and the instructor, presenting the complexities of the explored issues. 

Triangulation also helped me to see the same data from diverse perspectives and to 

clarify the meaning of the data in their full context.  

I attended and observed every class over the semester and read every online 

discussions during the time of ongoing observation. By employing prolonged 

engagement (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) with in-depth observation of the class and online 

discussion sites, I was able to understand better the overall nature and interactional 

patterns of EP800L class and the unique feature of CMC writing tasks embedded in the 

classroom community culture. This understanding enabled me to examine more closely 

the focal students' negotiation of participation, roles, and identities mediated in online 

discussions. 

In the process of collecting and analyzing the data, the focal students were 

provided with opportunities to check or confirm my tentative interpretations and findings 

through our informal conversations. By doing so, I achieved the concerns of 

confirmability, or “whether the findings of the study could be confirmed by another” 

(Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 145). I also frequently discussed my approach to inquiry 

and its methodological issues with my dissertation committee who were familiar with my 

research topic, serving as an opportunity for peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

With regard to transferability, my aim was not to extrapolate the findings of this 

study to the larger population from which the sample was drawn. Instead, I aimed to 

provide detailed accounts yielding in-depth understandings of the cases under study. In 

addition, I tried to achieve “analytic generalizations” (Duff, 2006) about the notion of 

community of practice and language socialization and the usefulness of these theoretical 

orientations to investigating academic discourse socialization processes. These aims are 
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congruent with the purpose of the study shaped by the perspectives of community of 

practice and language socialization. 

 Having described the methods of inquiry, I present the findings of the study in 

the next three chapters. First, Chapter 4 describes the nature of L2 academic discourse 

socialization in asynchronous Blackboard discussions. Chapter 5 discusses how the focal 

students perceived their non-participation in the classroom and what caused their 

classroom silence. Finally, Chapter 6 presents how individual focal students exercised 

their agency in negotiating their participant roles in online chats.  
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Chapter 4: Nature of Discourse Socialization in Asynchronous CMC 
Discussions 

In this chapter, I explore the nature of discourse socialization mediated in online 

group discussions of the constructs and issues that made up EP800L. After whole class 

instruction, online group discussions were the most frequently used instructional routines 

observed in the course. Students were expected to engage in at least seven online 

discussion tasks during the fall 2008 semester. Interaction in the academic online space 

revolved around reading and writing responses to assigned articles, socializing, writing 

collaboratively, and discussing the various topics for the day.  

These online group discussions provided an important context for the EP800L 

students to become socialized into the discourses of educational psychology, such as 

those about problematic teaching moments, a body of content knowledge on different 

schools of thought in psychology such as cognitivism, constructivism, and social 

constructivism, and so on. These online writing tasks also constituted a setting in which 

students with or without background in domain specific discourse of educational 

psychology could familiarize themselves with the intellectual values and beliefs held in 

the academic discourse, supported by the relative expertise of all members of the 

classroom community including the teacher.  

Data analysis revealed three emergent themes in terms of the features of discourse 

socialization embedded in academic online space.  

Before discussing the emergent themes, first I provide a description of the overall 

context of learning encompassing the academic culture of graduate studies in EP800L 

course, the background of the course instructor, and the design and goals of the course. I 
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then present each of the three themes that emerged from the constant comparison 

analysis, with supporting evidence from the CMC transcripts, to demonstrate the nature 

of academic discourse socialization.  

CONTEXT OF LEARNING 

Since she began to work at the university in 1979, Dorothy, a local “oldtimer” 

(Lave, 1991) in the department of Educational Psychology had been teaching Psychology 

of Learning course. Dorothy's academic background was deeply rooted in a cognitive and 

then a constructivist and a socio-cultural perspective that had shaped her thoughts and 

teaching philosophy throughout her academic career. As seen in the course syllabus, 

Dorothy's philosophy grounded in socio-constructivism was clearly manifested:  

A major component of socio-constructivist views of learning has to do 
with how people use language to change their views of the world. One of 
the currently interesting frameworks for discussing how people learn from 
language is that of comprehension as a transaction between speaker and 
listener, between author and reader. Such a view entails a perspective of 
text and of other information sources that emphasizes the listener/reader's 
contribution to communication and the fluidity, imperfection, and tentative 
nature of knowledge construction. 

Initially, her specialty in Educational Psychology had been reading 

comprehension. She also had worked on affective variables in learning encompassing 

emotion and motivation, although her recent interest was focused on the role of 

computer-mediated communication in classroom context: 
Umm ... let's see what I'm known for in my field is work on 
comprehension and work on emotion in the classroom and work on a little 
bit of on motivation. I certainly have chaired many dissertations that have 
to do with motivation. I am, uh-mm ... My particular recent interest is 
everything that has to do with computer-mediated communication.  
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I'm fascinated by that. I'm trying to understand how we could show that 
CMC does or does not facilitate learning in the classroom context. Ahh ... 
but even if it were shown that it didn't particularly enhance the learning 
environment, I would still be interested in it, because I found it to be a 
very interesting communication venue. So I like looking at variables that 
influence CMC and I've published a few things on that. (Teacher 
Interview, 9/18/08) 

Her instructional goal for this course was that students would develop “a deep 

understanding of the current state-of-the-art in learning,” thereby experiencing “text as 

in-the-head phenomenon that results from the socially negotiated transaction between 

knowledge systems (people).” In the same line, she highlighted the traditions of 

psychology relative to learning particularly for those people who were in the area of 

educational psychology: 

I consider that historical connection really important for understanding the 
issues that are currently of interest. So if we don't have. I, I, I find it hard 
to talk about motivation, for example, without referring to how we've 
thought about it in the sixties and the seventies, eighties, nineties, because 
it doesn't make sense of why people are so interested right now in certain 
little details of these different theories without understanding the 
development of the theories over time. So that's ... that's ... I could imagine 
but I probably wouldn't do it, I probably would still make that historical 
connection.  
For the students in Educational Psychology, I think it's absolutely critical 
that they have a sense of the history, because otherwise they will be, they 
might, ... um ... they might think they have a brand new idea and pursue it 
and, um, when in fact that idea has already had a lot of work put into it. 
Just recently there's been something like that going on in the field of 
literacy. They make me laugh in a sense because some young people have 
decided to study of certain idea as if they just thought it up on their own 
and actually was, you know, of great interest in the early 80s. And partly I 
was part of that movement in the early 80s. And the people now in the 
year 2000 they haven't read the earlier work, I can tell that they haven't. So 
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it's funny almost when they, ... when you make that mistake, it seems to 
me... (Teacher Interview: 9/18/08)  

With these course objectives in mind, Dorothy chose the class readings, taken 

from a variety of journals, to address themes that were divided into four sub-sections: (1) 

learning as motivated, goal-oriented, affect-laden activity; (2) the relationship between 

attention and learning; (3) a constructivist view of learning; and (4) a socio-constructivist 

of learning.  

In terms of the use of technology, Dorothy began to introduce a CMC component 

into the advanced graduate seminars in order to let “silent” students, such as international 

students and shy students, have a chance to “talk” in class discussions. She particularly 

emphasized students' active participation in class discussions:  

 
I started using synchronous CMC in my graduate seminars. My purpose at 
the very beginning was because I had read a literature on how CMC in the 
classroom changes participation patterns. And in my seminars I always 
tried to encourage everyone to talk. It would happen quite often that, that 
there would be maybe one student or four students who would dominate 
the conversation, and I didn't quite know how to ... I wasn't very skillful 
always at shifting the way the participation patterns would work. I didn't 
like to be artificial about it. So I didn't want to say, OK we've heard 
enough from you, let's hear from others. I didn't want to do that. (Teacher 
Interview, 9/18/08) 

 

Psychology of Learning was a required course for students enrolled in the Foreign 

Language Education program and one of elective courses that fulfilled a domain 

requirement for students in the area of Educational Psychology. This course was 

interdisciplinary so that it could enroll students coming from various disciplines:  
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It used to be that every educational psychology student had to take it. Now 
they can take other domain courses to fulfill that requirement. So it's not 
quite as much of pressure on that course. The problem with the enrollment 
of the course is that other departments in the college of Education also 
need a Psychology of Learning class. So there are always students who 
come from other departments who take the class and who want to be in the 
class. (Teacher Interview, 9/18/08) 

Like a typical introductory graduate course, it was designed for the first year 

graduate students to be inducted into the domain specific discourse that highlighted 

understanding the fundamental constructs of language and learning, and to help students 

creatively take these theoretical constructs for their own use. 

The course started with an introduction to historical and philosophical foundations 

of learning, drawing on diverse schools of thought in psychology such as behaviorism, 

cognitivism, constructivism, and social constructivism. The course then covered a variety 

of issues such as the emotional and motivational character of learning, the effects of 

attention on learning, the role of metacognition in academic learning and instruction, and 

the importance of language and culture in learning.  

In organizing these primary topics, important theoretical constructs about learning 

were presented in the early stage of the course that were followed by an overview of 

practical learning and teaching related issues. All course assignments and ongoing 

evaluations reflected on these main issues because Dorothy always tried to make a 

connection between the topics and students' interest in learning and teaching.  

NATURE OF ACADEMIC DISCOURSE SOCIALIZATION 

I now turn to the three major themes that illuminate the process by which these 

students were socialized into the academic discourse. Asynchronous CMC writing 

activities explicitly mediated a particular aspect of academic discourse socialization in 
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that they were intended to serve as a situated language practice for real world academic 

conversations. This characteristic of the online writing activities as a procedural approach 

to discourse socialization was emergent through participants' situated social identity 

formation, participants' engagement in exploratory talk, and intertextual connections to 

the key academic terms and concepts presented in the assigned reading materials. 

Theme 1: Socialization as Situated Social Identity Formation  

Much of the research on L2 literacy acquisition has centered on the contextual 

nature of language development and has stressed the issue of identity in L2 learners' 

literacy practices. Students' negotiation of roles, identities, and competence in a 

disciplinary discourse has been seen as a critical aspect of academic socialization (Duff, 

2002; Morita, 2004). In addition, the affordances (van Lier, 1998, 2000; Windschilt, 

1998) of computer-mediated communication have provided new contexts for using 

discourse and text to construct and enact socially situated identities discursively in online 

spaces (Gee, 2004; Thomas, 2004).  

An identity is conceptualized as a dynamically “performed” (Butler, 1990) social 

product through the learner’s participation in communities of practice (e.g., Eckert & 

McConnell-Ginet, 1992; Holmes & Meyerhoff, 1999; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 

1998), rather than as a pre-determined, psychological construct that is lodged within each 

individual’s mind. The basis of identity co-construction lies in the working of social 

interaction characterized by turn-taking organization (Sacks et al., 1974) and participation 

(C. Goodwin, 1984, 1986). Holmes and Meyerhoff (1999) noted that behavior in a 

community of practice is directly related to “membership status,” asserting that through 

the process of situated identity construction in specific social practices, individuals learn 

to interact appropriately. Following this line, identity is redefined as a situated, emergent 
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construct that arises from the contingencies of local interaction. Identity ascription is thus 

highly context-specific (Antaki, 1998). Finally, an identity is highly negotiable. Identity 

can be regulated in terms of the relative positioning of people according to a social 

choreographic approach to “identity-in-interaction” (Aronsson, 1998). Therefore, analysis 

of participation alignment in online academic discourse provides resources for 

interpreting how asymmetrical social relationships among the participants become 

subverted and renegotiated during interaction. 

In this sense, a graduate classroom cannot be seen solely as an intermediate space 

for academic language practice before joining a target community. As Bruner (1996) and 

Lapadat (2003) asserted, the classroom is the place where learners actively perform their 

social identities and form emergent communities as they learn to use the language. By 

engaging in online group discussions, students were expected to come up with ideas to 

solve particular learning issues. Students had opportunities to think collaboratively, 

drawing on their attitudes, judgments, and beliefs in relation to what they understood 

about the assigned articles.  

As Morita (2000) and Ochs (1993) suggested, a learner's epistemic stance is an 

important aspect of language socialization because novices must learn how to display 

their knowledge (or lack of it) in a way that demonstrates their competence as members 

of the social group. I observed that students constructed their social identities as relative 

experts or relative novices in different topic discussions. Students showed their own 

perspectives and preferences about a variety of intellectual values and instructional skills.  

In presenting the full spectrum of the phenomenon whereby a relative 

novice/expert interaction was engendered, developed, and negotiated, I focused on 

analyzing the participant framework, a temporally unfolding process through which 

participants are positioned and portrayed in relation to each other (Goodwin, 1990, 2002). 
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This framework helped me to consider asymmetry anew as a momentary, social 

phenomenon implicated by the constitution of novice/expert identities. 

Interactions manifested a moment-by-moment shifting process of Self and Other’s 

construction as relative expert or relative novice. Students' positions reflected expert-

novice identities in that participants' discursive behavior was under certain constraints 

within their performed social roles. 

In the analysis that follows, I look at the epistemic and affective stances that two 

students, Roberta and Kevin, took in their turns in the second asynchronous Blackboard 

discussion of the effect of teachers' mathematical knowledge on learners' achievement. 

Excerpt 4. 1 
Author: Roberta 
Date: Tuesday, October 21, 2008 4:19:02 PM 
Subject: Teacher Knowledge  

1 I think that focusing solely on mathematical knowledge of teachers is  
2 undermining other very important aspects of teaching.  
3 I do agree that it is essential for teachers to have a certain amount of 
4 knowledge on what they are teaching, but because of the levels the 
5 authors are focusing this research on (1st and 3rd grade). 
6 I do not think that they need an exorbitant knowledge on mathematics. 
7 Yet, I do believe some other aspects such as rapport with young 
8 children, classroom management and even some background on learning 
9 disabilities are more important to these grades.  
10 Even though the authors acknowledged that measuring mathematic 
11 ability may overlook other key elements to teaching, I think that the 
12 results do not reflect this.  
13 Relating this research with Bereiter and Scardamalia´s article, I think 
14 that some teachers in Hill’s et al article might have infinite knowledge 
15 of mathematics and yet obtain the same (or lower) results on students 
16 achievements than teachers with less mathematic knowledge.  
17 In short what I mean is that the amount of knowledge in an area does 
18 not make you an expert in it neither a good teacher.  
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19 I think that the research question did not encompass so many other 
20 important aspects of teaching that are important in order to obtain 
21 optimal Student Achievement. 
22 Did anyone have the same feeling?  
 
Author: Kevin 
Date: Tuesday, October 21, 2008 8:15:13 PM 
Subject: Teacher Knowledge  
23 I would disagree with your analysis of this research.  
24 This article is not trying to discount the importance of other key 
25 elements of teaching, but is trying to specifically look at one element of 
26 effectively teaching math, mathematical knowledge.  
27 It is true that a person could have a great knowledge of mathematics, 
28 but not have the knowledge or skills of teaching to make them an 
29 effective teacher of math.  
30 But, that does not mean that mathematical knowledge is not important 
31 to teaching math.  
32 That would be saying that just because a person has good teaching 
33 skills, but very little math knowledge, they would be effective in 
34 teaching math to students. 
35 Someone who does not know math will not be effective in teaching 
36 math to students.  
37 What most teachers who do not know math do is focus on teaching 
38 shortcuts or processes that will help students solve problems without 
39 helping them build the knowledge of the underlying concepts.  
40 This lack of knowledge will help them in the short term, but not in the 
41 long term and will eventually hinder them from building future 
42 knowledge, because they will not have knowledge to build them from. 
43 I do agree that there are other elements to effective teaching,  
44 but this research focused on just one component to effective teaching of 
45 mathematics. 
 

Roberta positioned her turn from the outset as her own opinion by starting out 

with an epistemic stance marker, “I think” (line 1). When she continued, she indicated the 

levels of participants (“1st and 3rd grade”) in the research as the basis for her claims, 
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while at the same time taking an affective stance in opposition to the authors who were 

making claims for the importance of a teacher's mathematical knowledge. Alternatively, 

she referred to other key elements of teaching including “rapport with young children, 

classroom management, and background on learning disabilities” (lines 7 and 8) as 

evidence for her claim that teachers do not need an excessive mathematical knowledge. 

 Throughout the rest of her turn, Roberta tried to express this opposition and to 

provide further evidence drawn from the article to counter the authors' exclusive focus on 

teacher's mathematical knowledge. In line 22, Roberta's question, formulated as open-

ended through the use of “anyone,” strongly invited the same position-taking by others. 

Further, the question was couched as personal, with an appeal to emotions (“the same 

feeling”). As such, it opened up the possibility for other students to respond to the topic at 

an individual and emotional level, which may have put less at stake than a generalized 

assertion. By doing this, Roberta positioned herself as taking a relatively novice stance. 

In his lead-in to his argument, on the other hand, Kevin began to establish his 

affective stance in opposition to Roberta by framing his turn as a response to hers. First, 

he immediately expressed his oppositional position with, “I would disagree with...”(line 

23), although Line 43 (“I do agree...”) may have pointed to his concern for potential 

negative face issues (Brown & Levinson, 1987) involved in opposing Roberta. 

 Once he launched into his argument, he did not explicitly reference her turns. 

Instead, he built his argument by embedding his claims within meta-discursive comments 

on the small group discussion, suggesting that Roberta had misunderstood the point of the 

article, and that his analysis was more accurate. The meta-discourse that surrounded his 

main claim included such phrases as ”this article is not...”(line 24), “It is true that.....” 

(line 27), “That does not mean that” (line 30), and “that would be saying that ...” (line 
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32), through which he implicitly instructed his group members in how to correctly 

analyze the topic.  

 In his turn, Kevin referenced himself just two times, in the beginning in line 23 

(“I would...”) and finally in line 43, at the beginning of his concluding claim (“I do 

agree...”). By using “I would,” Kevin marked the claim that followed as his opinion, 

serving to weaken the degree of certainty of that claim as compared to a somewhat 

stronger claim made that would be represented as an unmitigated factual statement. 

However, through his reference to Roberta's point at the outset of his turn, and by 

implication throughout the rest of his turn, Kevin marked his affective stance toward her 

as an oppositional one. He was positioning her in a relatively novice role in relation to the 

locus of power in this discourse, while he positioned himself in opposition to her as a 

relatively more expert guide. As was shown in the above excerpt, expert/novice identities 

were invoked in the course of ongoing interaction when a newcomer in an academic 

discourse displays uncertainty regarding the domain specific topic.  

Yet, it is noteworthy that expert/novice identities could be renegotiated, implying 

that an expert/novice asymmetry is not always fixed but so often constantly changing and 

negotiable. Roberta's resistance to the action taken by Kevin that ascribed a novice 

identity to her resulted in a need to renegotiate the asymmetry. In Excerpt 4.2, Roberta 

seems to reject Kevin's opinion, thereby stopping any further progression of the 

discursive local construction of a novice identity.  

 

Excerpt 4.2 

Author: Roberta 

Posted date: Wednesday, October 22, 2008 1:10:06 PM  
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1 Kevin, I hadn't pictured it that way (that the less knowledgeable 

2 teachers could be using process reduction because they do not master the 

3 subject).  

4 I thought of “problem reduction” in terms of people who 

5 already have a lot of knowledge in a field and do not want to put an 

6 extra effort in becoming a true expert (kind of a mediocre attitude I 

7 personally believe).  

8 Yet, what you say is so true; many people that don’t 

9 truly understand a subject will simply reduce the complexity of it and it 

10 is shocking to have these methods taught to novices.  

11 I am thinking that this way of teaching is more detrimental for young 

12 children than to adults because they are at a point where they haven’t 

13 decided in what academic field they want to engage themselves.  

14 For example I can think of my chemistry classes when I was younger, 

15 everything was focused on the process and I always missed the concept 

16 that can be very interesting! It is true that teachers that cannot transmit 

17 the “concept” truncate knowledge.  

18 Yet nowadays I think different, now that I am engaged in a particular 

19 field of study, there are some areas where I content myself with just 

20 understanding the process.  

21 In my perspective I agree that at certain point shortcuts are very useful 

22 in order to have more free space to pay attention to what is really 

23 important to me…  
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Throughout her turn, Roberta re-positioned herself in opposition to Kevin as a 

relative expert who can guide the group toward a more accurate analysis of the constructs 

presented in the articles. She began her turn by clearly affirming her disagreement with 

Kevin: “Kevin, I hadn't pictured it that way” (line 1). By appealing to a general 

phenomenon such as a “problem reduction” often observed in a certain group of people, 

Roberta justified her position: “I thought of 'problem reduction' in terms of people who 

already have a lot of knowledge in a field and do not want to put an extra effort in 

becoming a true expert” (lines 4 - 6). By presenting her view as different from Kevin's, 

Roberta was likely implicitly seeking her peers' agreement with her position. At the same 

time, Roberta signaled, in part, a certain form of alignment with Kevin's comment by 

saying, “Yet, what you say is so true “ (line 8). By creating a subtle dichotomy between 

her view and Kevin's view (via the conjunction “yet”) and by aligning herself to both, she 

marked her somewhat dual position, simultaneously indexing her familiarity with the idea 

of “process reduction” and her appreciation of the intellectual opinion expressed by 

Kevin.  

Finally, she tried to establish the credibility of her expertise by drawing on her 

recent experience, as evidenced in lines 18 to 20. By so doing, Roberta dismissed Kevin's 

comments and repositioned herself as a relative expert in the group discussion. As shown 

in this example of Roberta's resistance, novice/expert identities were prone to negotiation 

and renegotiation.  

The renegotiated identities were also illustrated in a discoursal interaction 

between Jiyoung, one of my focal students, and a Chinese student who had come from 

Hong Kong, as shown in Excerpt 4.3.  

Excerpt 4.3 
Post: Teachers' Knowledge and Highly Qualified Teachers 



 94 

Author: Jiyoung 
Posted Date: October 21, 2008 3:35 PM 
 

1 This article was so interesting in that it focuses on 'mathematics' subject 

2 and teachers' content knowledge. The authors state that 'teachers' content 

3 knowledge'(other than other various factors they are considering in this 

4 paper) especially in the subject of math (rather than reading..) play an 

5 important role in students' achievement. Their method was so helpful to 

6 understand their idea.  

7 But, in reading the beginning part of this article, I've been doubting 

8 some fundamental things related to 'teachers' knowledge and highly 

9 qualified teachers', which are still confusing my idea both conceptually 

10 and practically: 

11 How can teachers' content knowledge be assessed with validity? 

12 If it's really possible, does teachers' knowledge of the subject matter 

13 affect students' achievement only positively? 

14 And I'm also thinking teachers' knowledge of the subject matter, 

15 especially math, affects students' achievement. Well.. I don't know.  

16 My high school math teacher was so well-known for solving knotty 

17 problems very fast and well. Actually he looked like a genius.  

18 He graduated from a top-ranking school. And we students could tell 

19 that he knew almost everything for teaching. These thing were a kind 

20 of motivation for students 'totally affectively'. You know what?  

21 Most of students couldn't understand his explanation. He would omit 

22 some procedures in explaining some difficult concepts and formulas. 

23 Maybe.. I guess he taught us in terms of his mathematical sense and 
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24 level even though we needed more explanation. So what?  

25 There were not a few students who gave up learning math.  

26 What a tragedy! Then, what do the highly qualified teachers mean? 

Initially, Jiyoung chose to affiliate herself with the researchers who stressed the 

importance of teachers' mathematical knowledge in terms of students' academic 

achievement by pointing out the effectiveness of the research method designed by the 

researchers and expressing her affective stance (“This article was so interesting”, line 1) 

positively toward the researchers. In the process, Jiyoung appeared to construct a relative 

novice identity in discussing the topic of the article by displaying her uncertainty (“I've 

been doubting”, line 7, “still confusing my idea both conceptually and practically”, line 9, 

“Well.. I don't know”, line 15). Being unsure of the authors' proposition that “teachers' 

knowledge of the subject matter, especially math, affects students' achievement,” she 

finally tried to seek more competent peers' opinion by having an open-ended question: 

“Then, what do the highly qualified teachers mean?” (lines 12-13). As Tsui (1991) 

described, an epistemic item (“I don't know”, line 15) seemed to be used to avoid others' 

evaluation, minimizing critical beliefs toward the authors, and indicating her uncertainty 

as well.  

In answer to Jiyoung's question of the notion of qualified teachers, Peng posted 

the following comment:  

Excerpt 4.4 
Post: RE: Teachers' Knowledge and Highly Qualified Teachers 
Author: Peng  
Posted Date: October 22, 2008 10:37 PM 

27 Good question. What makes a teacher qualified? What are the criteria? 
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28 Content knowledge within a domain is essential for teaching, but only 
29 content knowledge is not enough for effective teaching.  
30 I believe a good teacher might not be an expert in an area of 
31 knowledge, but an expert in teaching students how to be experts in 
32 learning.  
33 So it comes back to your question. How should we access pre-service 
34 teacher to ensure the quality of education? 
35 In Hong Kong, there are benchmark exams for all pre-service teachers 
36 to test content knowledge in Languages. But there is no standardized 
37 test for knowledge for teaching (pedagogical content knowledge).  
38 I guess this is probably one of the reasons leading to the inconsistency 
39 of quality of teachers/education in Hong Kong.  
40 I wonder if United States has this kind of test for pre-service teachers? 

Through her reference to Jiyoung's point at the outset of her turn, Peng marked 

her affective stance toward Jiyoung as positive one (“Good question”, line 27). In 

response to Jiyoung's turn, Peng aligned herself with the invoked novice identity by 

granting Jiyoung's open-ended question for information seeking through two consecutive 

questions that revoiced Jiyoung's last question: “What makes a teacher qualified? What 

are the criteria?” (line 27).  

Peng began with “I” as the subject of her sentence (line 30), revealing her 

personalized stance in relation to a good teacher's qualifications. Peng then switched to 

generic “we” (line 33) for showing her empathy with Jiyoung. As seen in the switch from 

“I” to “we” as the subject of the sentence, Peng went back to the original question 

provoked by Jiyoung. When she continued, she signaled her nationality and knowledge of 

her own culture as the basis of her claims, while, at the same time, implicitly taking an 

epistemic stance aligned with Jiyoung. By referring to pre-service teachers' exams as 

conducted in Hong Kong, Peng tried to provide evidence for her claim that “a good 

teacher might not be an expert in an area of knowledge, but an expert in teaching students 

how to be experts in learning” (lines 30-31). At the end of her turn, she aimed to justify 
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her position related to pre-service teachers' qualifications and sought her group peers' 

response and agreement by inviting native English speaking students to respond (“I 

wonder if United States has this kind of test for pre-service teachers?,” line 40). 

Interestingly, though Peng's intended audience seemed to be American students 

who could be recognized as knowledgeable of the U.S. educational system, Jiyoung 

immediately responded to Peng's question.  

Excerpt 4.5 
Post: RE: Teachers' Knowledge and Highly Qualified Teachers 
Author: Jiyoung 
Posted Date: October 23, 2008 11:54 AM 

41 Yeah. I think we should deliberate these problems about what makes a 
42 teacher qualified and how we can tell who is really qualified to teach 
43 children. I think that we need more detailed and elaborate tests and 
44 procedures to select qualified teachers who not only have a thorough 
45 content knowledge but teach well to make students develop. To getting 
46 good scores in tests doesn't necessarily mean to become a qualified 
47 teacher in the present testing system to choose teachers. Besides, 
48 maybe…is ongoing and systematic training for teachers necessary to 
49 make them really professional? 

In this turn, Jiyoung showed resistance to being positioned as a less competent 

member. Although she positioned herself as a novice in the previous posting, in her 

second turn, she tried to establish her credibility through logical reasoning and by 

providing some solutions. Jiyoung affiliated herself with the in-group (i.e., experienced 

educators or learning experts) by using the generic “we” (lines 41 – 43). 

By using the high modality of necessity “should,” she displayed her certainty 

about the value of the propositional content (“we should deliberate these problems about 

what makes a teacher qualified and how we can tell who is really qualified to teach 
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children”) in line 41. The high-modal element should is frequently used by individuals in 

positions of authority (i.e., counselors) in order to give advice (He, 1993, p. 522). Yet, 

should was preceded by a low-value modal adjunct (“I think”) to mitigate the force of her 

suggestion.  

As Ochs (1993) suggested, an “epistemic stance as revealed through epistemic 

markers is an important aspect of language socialization because novices must learn how 

to display their knowledge or (lack of it) in a way that demonstrates their competence as 

members of the social group” (cited in Morita, 2000, p. 289). The focal students' identity 

development in online group discussions mirrored Morita's (2000) findings on students' 

discourse socialization mediated in oral presentation activities in classroom contexts. As 

Morita asserted, students participated not simply as novices in the online group 

discussions but also experienced professional membership with some degree of 

competence and their unique perspectives. This reflected the locally situated nature of 

academic discourse socialization in the graduate course. 

It is important to note that not only did focal students construct their identities but 

also they invoked others' identities. Participants often invoked an asymmetrical alignment 

of novice/expert identities through the incidental undertaking of requestor-requestee 

identities. Excerpt 4.6 illustrates the phenomenon in point. In Excerpt 4.6, Sumi, one of 

the focal students, instituted a request, projecting her novice stance. 

 

Excerpt 4.6 

Thread: Schallert, Reed, & Turner 

Author: Dorothy  

September 23, 2008 2:25 PM 
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1 So glad you liked this article, Becky. I always have liked the idea of 
2 volitional strategies, the little tricks we use to get started.  
3 For me, motivation issues are almost always about getting started.  
4 Once started, I am easily deeply involved.  
5 I loved the way Lyn Corno wrote about volition -- she called it the 
6 "crossing the Rubicon" effect. 

Thread: Schallert, Reed, & Turner 

Author: Sumi 

September 23, 2008 3:51 PM 
7 I really like the expression "crossing the Rubicon" :) 
8 I was personally relieved to read this article because until I read this, I 
9 thought it was just ME who had particularly difficult time getting things 
10 started. But it looks like it's just not me, in fact it's EVERYONE!!! 
11Albeit my strong reluctance to start any and all tasks, I do not have a  
12 wide repertoire of volitional strategies to help me get started easily.  
13 So anyone with a good suggestion, please share! 

In response to Dorothy's turn, Sumi expressed her difficulty and lack of 

confidence in starting “any and all tasks.” Moreover, Sumi explicitly positioned herself as 

a person without “a wide repertoire of volitional strategies” (lines 11-12). She then 

communicated a requestor identity by seeking others' expertise: “So anyone with a good 

suggestion, please share!” (line 13).  

The next posting followed directly after Sumi's request. 

Excerpt 4.6 
Thread: Schallert, Reed, & Turner 
Author: Dorothy  
September 24, 2008 10:10 AM 

14 Sumi-- I so like your request for help! 
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15 I'm hoping others will jump in with their favorite volitional strategy.  
16 My most effective one is scheduling to work WITH someone on a task. 
17 Especially if I tell the other person that she or he is in charge of setting 
18 up the meeting. For some reason, that usually gets me started.  
19 My funniest strategy is to put pieces of licorice candy inside of my 
20 article and to tell myself I cannot eat those candies until I get to them in 
21 my reading. 
 

Interestingly Sumi's request for help invoked Dorothy's requestee identity: 

Dorothy fully exercised her expert identity by sharing her “most effective strategy” and 

her “funniest strategy” as a way to help resolve Sumi's impediment to volitional 

strategies. Following Dorothy's turn, Sumi immediately ratified her teacher's expert 

identity by displaying an agreeing stance through positive evaluation of Dorothy's 

strategies, using the phrasal expressions, “very cute” and “very powerful” (lines 23 – 24) 

as shown below. 

 

Excerpt 4.6 
Thread: Schallert, Reed, & Turner 
Author: Sumi  
September 24, 2008 3:38 PM 
 
22 Thank you for sharing your strategy!  
23 I think using a candy is a very cute strategy that I never thought of  
24 but it could actually be very powerful. 
25 I think we as grown ups tend to believe that we are very different from 
26 kids in defining our rewards but a lot of times you find that you really 
27 aren't that far off from kids. 

 

One of the most exciting findings of this study was that an identity is subject to 

negotiation in the highly fluid, immediate interactional context. The focal students took 
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various stances along a continuum from expert to novice. Individual students performed 

multidimensional positions depending on the specific context in which they were. Thus, 

the label and responsibility of ‘‘expert’’ were transient in these online group discussions: 

Even the most inexperienced member of an online group rose to the expert role when the 

abilities, skills, and information she possessed were necessary to address the current 

issue, task, or problem.  

Theme 2: Socialization as the Engagement into Exploratory Talk Through Written 
Conversation 

Another emergent aspect of academic discourse socialization mediated in online 

language use was the development of critical reasoning in relation to teaching and 

learning issues. Here, I describe how students' collective reasoning through online 

discussions could be related to their developing senses of academic disciplinary aims and 

values.  

As already mentioned in Chapter 2, recent views of academic literacy have 

broadened the concept to include more than reading and writing. Rather, academic 

literacy comprises the ability to think critically and to take relevant action. Competent 

membership in academia comes with higher levels of academic literacy in that full 

members are expert inquirers, knowledge builders, and communicators within their 

specific academic disciplinary discourse communities. An expert member not only 

denotes a high level of thinking and metacognition but also indicates the desire to 

continue to improve one's competence. Following Barnes (1976, 1992) and Mercer 

(1995), I adopted the notion of exploratory talk, a form of oral reasoning as a marker of 

expert academic competence and as a potential site for its development. In exploratory 

talk, participants engage critically yet constructively with each other's ideas: Statements 
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and suggestions offered for joint consideration can be challenged and counter-challenged 

(Mercer, 1995).  

Mercer and Littleton (2007, p. 62) proposed a comprehensive overview of the 

notion of exploratory talk:  
 
Exploratory talk represents a joint, co-ordinated co-reasoning in language, 
with speakers sharing knowledge, challenging ideas, evaluating evidence 
and considering options in a reasoned and equitable way. ... By 
incorporating both constructive conflict and the open sharing of ideas, 
exploratory talk constitutes the more visible pursuit of rational consensus 
through conversation. ... It is a speech situation in which everyone is free 
to express their views in which the most reasonable views gain 
acceptance. 
 

For Mercer and Littleton (2007), exploratory talk also represented a distinctive 

social mode of thinking that is the embodiment of critical thinking and is also crucial for 

learners' “successful participation in educated communities of discourse,” thereby 

characterizing “language that embodies certain principles, those of accountability, of 

clarity, of constructive criticism and receptiveness to well-argued proposals, all of which 

are highly valued” in many academic discourse communities (p. 66). 

As Swales (1990) pointed out, the conventionalization of reasoning and the 

assessment of truth mark the language practices of particular discourse communities, and 

students need to be aware of the specific criteria by which reasons are assessed in 

domain-specific discourse to be enabled to use conventional genres to organize and 

present their ideas (Christie, 1988).  

In my data, I found that, by participating in online discussions, students engaged 

in critical thinking processes by going further to speculate about the causes of learning 

and teaching problems. For example, in Excerpt 4.7, while discussing the interplay of 



 103 

aspirations, enjoyment, and work habits in academic endeavors, Roberta developed her 

critical reasoning and thinking as follows: 
 
Excerpt 4.7 
Author: Roberta 
Date: September 23, 2008 10:10 PM 
Subject: Schallert, Reed, & Turner 
 
1 It is clear to me that students (including myself) feel intimidated by the 

2 fact of being graded or judged by what we say, write or our performance 

3 in a test. Our culture emphasizes on the importance of these results and 

4 actually judges our “intelligence” based on this.  

5 Adolescents and children can feel this pressure even more for almost  

6 all, if not all of their permissions (watching TV, playing at a friend’s  

7 house, etc…) are based on their academic performance. 

8 It is then that most students become performance avoidant.  

9 By making our students feel comfortable with the grading system,  

10 we are undermining their reluctance to learn thus encouraging their 

11 volitional strategies.  

12 I think that the only way to encourage students to work is by making 

13 them focus more on the process to achieve the goal, not the goal. 

14 I wonder if there could be a functional scholar system not based on 

15 tests. How could students reflect their knowledge?  

16 I know that I really enjoy group assignments or take home papers, but 

17 how could this work for younger children? 

 
 

Thread: Schallert, Reed, & Turner 
Author: Becky 
September 23, 2008 10:17 PM 
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18 Roberta, I think you are right on about the grading system.  

19 I did a little research project with my students when I was getting my 

20 masters. I opened the first or actually the second day of class with a 

21 discussion about grades and the grading system in my classroom.  

22 I had each student share their experiences with grades.  

23 I was interested in finding out how they perceived the whole grading 

24 system in general...had they had a positive experience, a negative 

25 experience, or a more neutral experience.  

26 After, each student shared their perceptions. I then talked to them about 

27 my perceptions of grading...particularly that I graded based on the 

28 growth of each individual student. They were never compared to one 

29 another, but only to themselves. Then together we came up with some 

30 suggestions on how grading should be handled, including things like 

31 late work, missing assignments, choice in assignments, etc.  

32 This gave the students a sense that they were partners in the 

33 educational process and that I was simply there to facilitate, not to be 

34 the dictator. I think that it worked well...although, I wish that we would 

35 have come back to this discussion throughout the semester.  

36 But I do feel like my students felt comfortable to try new things, 

37 challenge themselves, and think outside the box, because they weren't 

38 fearful of their grades.  

39 I love your idea of doing away with tests for a more functional scholar 

40 system that really allowed students to reflect on their own work and  

41 growth. 

Thread: Schallert, Reed, & Turner 
Author: Sumi 
September 24, 2008 3:58 PM 

42 The function oriented system without grading sounds nice 
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43 but in reality if you are not evaluated by the outcome of your work,  

44 I wonder if the students will truly put in the time and effort to get  

45 the best out of themselves. 

46 I guess the best way is to have students experience the joy from deep 

47 involvement and have that joy be the reward so that it motivates them 

48 to do be deeply involving in their work. 

49 But even though you know that a certain work will bring you joy from 

50 a deep involvement, aren't there times when you simply don't want to 

51 be engaged so deeply? 

Lines 1 to 8 illustrate how Roberta speculated about the negative sides of the 

current grading system that might cause students' low motivation, such as students 

“becoming performance-avoidant.” She then presented an alternative approach to raise 

students' motivation, “making them focus more on the process, not the goal” (lines 12 - 

13). Finally, she critically questioned whether one could come up with “a functional 

scholar system not based on tests” that would allow students to reflect on their own work 

and growth (lines 14 - 17).  

Interestingly, Roberta's critical question invoked an American student's alignment 

with her stance as an insider. Becky, an American student, ratified Roberta's voice by 

saying, “you are right on about the grading system” (line 18). From the rest of her turn, 

Becky offered reasons for her ratification of Roberta's ideas by reflecting on her research 

project experience. At the end of her turn, again she strongly affirmed her agreement with 

Roberta's opinion saying, “I love your idea” (line 39).  

In contrast to Becky's affiliation with Roberta's position, Sumi established her 

affective stance in opposition to Roberta: first, she complimented Roberta with, “... 

sounds nice...,” but then she immediately undercut that compliment by saying, “but in 

reality if you (...) out of themselves” (lines 43-45). She tried to solve the problem by 
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presenting an alternative way that stressed the role of learners' affective variables in deep 

involvement. By framing the beginning of her main idea with “I guess,” Sumi mitigated 

somewhat the assertiveness of the contradictory move she made. Also she tried to invite 

others' ideas by saying, “aren't there times when you simply don't want to be engaged so 

deeply?” (lines 50 and 51). As seen in this excerpt, participants developed exploratory 

talk by offering reasons for assertions and expecting reasons from others.  

As Mercer and Wegerif (1996) asserted, exploratory talk represents a type of 

language practice that is important for students' successful participation in academic 

discourse. Because the notion of exploratory talk embodies qualities that are a vital, basic 

part of many academic discourses (Mercer & Wegerif, 1996), the development of the 

exploratory talk embedded in CMC context was another important aspect of discourse 

socialization. 

In addition, focal students demonstrated the development of critical thinking skills 

by questioning the credibility of some articles under discussion. The students did not 

simply internalize content knowledge; they engaged in the jump-shift progression of 

knowledge, critical reasoning, and metacognition that are recognized as intrinsic to the 

qualifications of competent teachers and learning researchers.  

 

Excerpt 4.8 

Author: Jiyoung 

Date: Tuesday, November 18, 2008 10:21:25 PM CST 

Subject: RE: Starting with Ko et al.....  

 

1 This article was really interesting and informative to me. That’s because 

2 it mentioned the scaffolding not only by teachers (who are more 
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3 knowledgeable in this context) but by “learners themselves” play a 

4 pivotal role in learning.  

5 Actually, I have thought that scaffolding tends to be given from more 

6 knowledgeable people to less knowledgeable learners.  

7 As I’ve got involved in this research, some problems are intriguing me. 

8 Here are some points in question.  

9 1) What is exactly rethinking scaffolding?  

10 I have heard of instructional scaffoldings such as modeling, questions, 

11 cues, etc. Rethinking scaffolding, however, is quite new to me.  

12 To me, it apparently seemed to be a type of scaffolding by learners 

13 themselves in this literature.  

14 From my understanding of this paper, this rethinking scaffolding could 

15 be functioning in case that the learners are ready to interact with others, 

16 accept (or recognize) a certain chasm to fill up, and construct a 

17 meaning willingly, with some ability (p. 320) or prior knowledge.  

18 Of course, in this process, the scaffold by more knowledgeable others 

19 like teachers will be critical.  

20 In this respect, rethinking scaffolding is a sort of frame performed by 

21 interactions both between learners and between learners and teachers. 

22 But it’s true that it’s more confusing as I think over and over.  

23 2) I’m wondering why the other peers’ (two students as audience in this 

24 experiment) role is reduced relatively to teachers’ role.  

25 Even if teachers’ role is essential, it’s true that today’s youth (students) 

26 is inclined to make the most of their peers’ attention, ideas, agreement, 

27 etc. For example, I have had an English discussion class with middle- 
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28 school students consisting of each level such as high, intermediate, and 

29 low standards.  

30 Starting with very fun and simple questions (e.g., Do you like wearing 

31 school uniforms?), I was struggling to kind of ‘orchestrate’ the class  

32 (eliciting active conversation, paraphrasing what students said, and 

33 encouraging them in simple sentences… so hectic!  

34 And I couldn’t check up how much they learned, but it’s was so fun). 

35 But I felt that the speakers (learners) seemed to be sensitive to other 

36 peers’ responses like laughing, agreement, and even ridiculous 

37 questions. 

38 3) Are there other factors to affect the two students’ work (e.g. Isabel 

39 and Sin-Young)? As for me, the two students’ abilities don’t seem to be 

40 similar. Although their vocabularies and grammatical expressions don’t 

41 appear to be similar, a kind of fluency seems different.  

42 And the differences between two may result from the problem of 

43 selection of topics.  

44 Some are relatively easy to expand the story and have something to talk 

45 with. Others are not that easy to do it.  

46 Do you have any ideas about these? 

 
Author: Kelly 
Posted date: Thursday, November 20, 2008 11:38:40 AM CST 

47 I thought the same thing about there seeming to be differences between 

48 Isabel and Sin-Young in the article - maybe fluency, or maybe even  

49 just how comfortable each was with public speaking.  
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50 I even thought, what about cultural factors (possibly in the sense of 

51 national culture, but even home culture) - for some of the members of 

52 the class, storytelling might have been a natural activity to engage in, 

53 while for others it may have seemed like a forced process. 

54 I say this because I think about my two grandmothers - one is 

55 Midwestern and the other is Puerto Rican. My Puerto Rican 

56 grandmother is a born storyteller, and she will tell a story in English 

57 just as quickly as in Spanish, though English is a far less comfortable 

58 language for her.  

59 The motivation she has to tell the story completely overshadows any 

60 discomfort she may feel in communication.  

61However, my Midwestern grandmother tends to be very practical and to 

62 the point, and to even get a simple family story out of her I have to ask 

63 tons of questions.  

64 And the reason I say maybe it is not just a matter of national culture is 

65 because my Midwestern grandmother married my Puerto Rican 

66 grandfather and has lived in a small town in Puerto Rico since the 

67 1950's, plus she is fluent in Spanish - but her personality has remained 

68 much the same as far as I can tell. (I'll have to use some of the other 

69 articles on identity to think about this when I next go home and visit!) 

As shown in the Excerpt 4.8, Jiyoung initiated her turn by aligning herself with 

the ideas detailed in the article, “Rethinking scaffolding: Examining negotiation of 

meaning in an ESL storytelling task.” In the middle of her turn, however, she expressed 

her skepticism about the credibility of the research by mentioning, “some problems are 
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intriguing me” (line 7), which was directly followed by the three reasons for her 

problematization. The three reasons included the reconceptualization of scaffolding, the 

role of peers and teachers in scaffolding, and other extraneous variables that could affect 

the participants' performance. Jiyoung was able to assert her viewpoint relying on her 

teaching experiences. At the end of her turn, she also sought others' ideas, stances, and 

agreement by attracting others' attention with a question, “Do you have any ideas about 

these?” (line 46).  

In response to Jiyoung's information seeking, Kelly, also a focal student, aligned 

herself with Jiyoung's position by displaying her subjective stance with “I thought the 

same thing” (line 47). With the use of “maybe,” which marks the low reliability of the 

expressed proposition, Kelly also discussed the possibility that there seemed to be 

differences between the two participants described in the article in part because of their 

different fluency or because of differences in familiarity with public speaking. In 

addition, Kelly presented other cultural factors that might have affected the two students' 

storytelling activities. Moreover, Kelly made it explicit why she conjectured these were 

possible differences between the two participants by drawing upon her two grandmothers' 

personal histories as evidence for her claim.  

Excerpt 4.9 is another example that also showed focal students' engagement in 

critical thinking about the main findings of the research detailed in the article, “Expertise 

as Process.”  

 

Excerpt 4.9 

Thread: Bereiter and Scardamalia 

Author: Dorothy 

Posted Date: October 21, 2008 10:58 AM 
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1 It's a new day and time for our discussion to start. I want you to 

2 remember that you can start the discussion on whatever topic YOU 

3 would like by creating a thread of your own. But, as one possibility, I 

4 thought I'd start our group by focusing us on the Bereiter & Scardamalia 

5 article on Expertise as Process. What did you think of their idea of what 

6 it means to be expert? 

 

Thread: Bereiter and Scardamalia 

Author: Dana 

Posted Date: October 21, 2008 2:05 PM 

 

7 I'll start by making my bias clear: I loved this article.  

8 The timing is serendipitous since I've been grappling with these ideas 

9 this semester as I've tried to figure out how to teach a topic that I think I 

10 have expertise in (instructional design). 

11 The notion that expertise requires a domain without limits is 

12 particularly intriguing. I think instructional design certainly meets that 

13 test -- you never really master it.  

14 Yet, I think that's what makes it so compelling. So it would seem that 

15 the next question is: are some people temperamentally constituted to 

16 seek increasing levels of challenge while others seek comfort from 

17 something that is stable and predictable?  

18 Is that why two otherwise competent people might diverge on the road 

19 to expertise? 
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Thread: Bereiter and Scardamalia 

Author: Sumi 

Last Modified Date: October 22, 2008 12:03 AM 

20 That's exactly what I was wondering too. 

21 Why some people reinvest their resources on effort taking 'progressive 

22 problem solving' (teacher A) while others like to remove 'problem 

23 solving 'as much as possible and use their resources in less effort 

24 demanding activities (teacher B) 

25 Though the authors explain it in three accounts: flow, second order 

26 environment and heroic element, these three don't seem to quite fully 

27 explain the motivation for employing expertise process. 

28 It could be a combination of a lot of things including goals, 

29 motivations, flow, how people define/view themselves as well as some 

30 innate tendencies (as you've mentioned) that affect people's orientation 

31 for progressive problem solving vs. ordinary learning. 

Thread: Bereiter and Scardamalia 

Author: Dorothy 

Posted Date: October 22, 2008 7:22 AM 

32 Dana and Sumi -- I love it that you would like this article. And, I like 

33 your list of variables for why some people like to re-invest and others 

34 don't. Myself, I want to throw into the mix the additional idea that 
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35 values comes into play.  

36 What I mean by that is that each person may decide that in one or a few 

37 areas of her/his life, there will be a lot of re-investment of any leftover 

38 capacity in deploying attention to ever more complex problem solving. 

39 But all of us require it that SOME (or even many) areas of our lives are 

40 for getting to a routine efficient level.  

41 So it's possible that Cynthia, the "fanny" teacher, is an amazing quilter 

42 or gardener or something. It's sad that she chooses to "coast" at her 

43 teaching job but only because we as a society hire her to take care of 

44 those 20-25 lives in her classroom. It's still a matter of values. 

45 Then again, maybe she coasts in every domain of her life... 

As the first person to start the research topic, Dorothy did not express her view on 

the issue and left it wide open for her students to express their voices without risk of 

opposing her. Thus, the question which was formulated as open-ended through the use of 

a wh-word, strongly attracted position-taking by others.  

Following Dorothy's initiation, an American student, Dana began with her first 

turn by displaying her affective stance toward the article: “I loved this article” (line 7). 

Specifically she strongly aligned herself with the value of “the notion that expertise 

requires a domain without limits” by using the word, “intriguing” (line 11-12). However, 

in the rest of her posting, Dana critically questioned the credibility of the article. She 

wondered if there was any variation in terms of the pursuit of “increasing levels of 

challenge” and if that was the reason “two otherwise competent people might diverge” in 

the degree of expertise. 
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Sumi, a focal student, affirmed her agreement with Dana's critical reasoning by 

saying, “That's exactly what I was wondering, too” (line 20). Sumi also repeated Dana's 

point by revoicing Dana's words: “why some people reinvest their resources on effort ... 

while others like to remove ...” (lines 21-24). Then, Sumi implicitly repudiated the 

authors' view by pointing to the lack of explanatory power of three accounts (i.e., flow, 

second order environment, and heroic element) in terms of “motivation for employing 

expertise process” (line 27). In addition, she presented her own hypothesis in explaining 

the motivation for employing expertise process by using the deduction word could (“it 

could be a combination ...”, lines 28-31).  

Being aligned with the two students' view of “problem solving,” Dorothy 

followed up “their list of variables for why some like to reinvest and others don't” by 

suggesting an alternative idea (lines 34 and 35). Dorothy then elaborated on her 

alternative way by saying, “what I mean by that ...” (line 36). Finally, Dorothy positioned 

herself with the people she was making claims about by using the pronoun “we” (line 

39). By switching to generic “we” in the context of “some areas of our lives,” she stated a 

fact that she presented as general and universal (lines 39 and 40).  

In summary, the analysis revealed that students engaged in a critical thinking and 

reasoning process on educational research issues, signaling their academic discourse 

socialization mediated by asynchronous CMC writing activities. Students, experienced or 

inexperienced, drew on different levels of expertise in order to contribute to the 

development of constructive “interthinking” (Mercer & Littleton, 2007). 

Importantly, I found that participants' engagement in critical reasoning involved 

“a coordinated joint commitment to a shared goal, reciprocity, mutuality and the 

continual (re)negotiation of meaning” (p. 25) as Mercer and Littleton (2007) emphasized. 

Students in exploratory talk seemed to experience “group sense” or a feeling of shared 
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endeavor (Ryder & Campell, 1989). The desire to make sense of individuals' personal 

experiences and the mutual engagement and respect produced a healthy tension and 

supportive discussion environment. It seems that this form of online reasoning effectively 

mediated progressive discourse (Bereiter, 1994) and thereby facilitated shared coherent 

explanations of issues specific to the field of research on learning. Online discussions 

afforded the unique intersubjective space (Mercer, 2000; Dawes, 2005; Littleton et al., 

2005) for (de)constructing and evaluating one's own and others' ideas that finally led to a 

resolution of conflict between students' own interpretations and the authors' explanations. 

Theme 3: Socialization as Making Intertextual Connections: Appropriating and 
Reconstructing  

As Fairclough (1995) asserted, intertextuality and interdiscursivity defined as “the 

presence or trace of one discourse within another” (Lewis & Ketter, 2004, p. 120) not 

only produce hybrid discourses but also constitute social identities, relations, and 

contexts. Looking at texts as hybrid discourses provides a different picture of academic 

discourse socialization and discourse use.  

Such hybrid discourses are viewed as linking language with learning (Lewis & 

Ketter, 2004). Lewis and Ketter (2004) elaborate on the notion of intertextuality by 

relating it to “Wenger's description of the interdiscursive demands placed on anyone who 

enters a new community of practice whose discursive practices may conflict or contrast 

with those of another community in which the participant has been a long-time actor” (p. 

120). Prior (2001) also discussed texts as intertextual and dialogic in terms of discourse 

acquisition and use in relation to literate activity including writing. Along these lines, 

Goffman (1981, p.151) suggested that we should consider the ways that, as people are 

socialized into speaking, we are also socialized into speaking for and as others, into 

envoicing and projecting diverse figures in our discourse. Thus, academic discourse 
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socialization perpetuate intertextual learning trajectories of participation overtime (Agha 

& Wortham, 2005). Such “intertextual links can be created between the organizational 

structure of texts, register levels, their genres, their content, even the situational contexts 

in which they occur” (Bloome & Bailey, 1992, p. 198). 

Another important aspect of discourse socialization mediated in online written 

discussions was making intertextual connections between students' personal narratives 

and the key academic concepts and theoretical constructs specified in the assigned 

readings.  

An examination of how the focal participants in online discussions were 

challenged to rearticulate and reconstruct available and often conflicting discourses, 

including authors' and each other's, has implications for what it means to become 

socialized in a new academic discourse. Based on the notion that “all understanding 

involves active reception and evaluation” (Prior, 2001, p.71), socialization involves the 

learner in appropriating and reconstructing the discourses within individual's social 

world.  

The analysis of the CMC transcripts showed that the EP800L class made 

intertextual connections to the key concepts of the assigned readings as they were 

engaging in online writing activities. The students appropriated the terms and concepts 

specific to the discourse of the field in their small group discussions. 

This aspect of discourse socialization was particularly illustrated by the students' 

exchanges in the use and understanding of one of the key terms introduced in the article 

pertaining to emotions and classroom talk: “tune out.” I found that through appropriating 

and challenging this term's meaning provided by one of the articles, the students critically 

questioned their own thinking and collaborated to adopt new meanings and cultural 

values associated with the term.  
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The following excerpt was taken from the first asynchronous Blackboard 

discussion in which the Group 3 participants co-constructed textual exchanges September 

23 through 25, 2008. 

  

Excerpt 4.10 
Thread: What about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Matt 
September 24, 2008 6:10 AM 
 
1 I thought it was a good idea to pursue this study despite minimal  

2 participation from a male student because of the need of this kind of 

3 study. The findings of this particular research were very interesting and 

4 informative. Granted, a follow up study may be needed to include more 

5 males. I thought this study was a very good starting point especially now 

6 that classroom discussions are one of the more popular methods in the 

7 classroom as many teachers are moving away from a traditional lecture 

8 based class. 

9 I like the distinction between the social and content aspects of the topic 

10 discussed in groups, and how personal and contextual factors seem to 

11 influence students’ choice between the two aspects. I didn’t quite think 

12 about this before but now it makes sense to me how social aspects of a 

13 discussion may end up the unintended learning target of a classroom 

14 discussion especially if the content is not challenging enough. 

15 Additionally, some students would base their affect and thinking drawn 

16 to the social aspects of the class. To me, this has implications on how 

17 teachers should introduce classroom discussions (especially at the K-12 

18 level), and the articles addressed this. 

19 But, perhaps the thing that interested me the most was the concept of 
20 tuning out.  

21 There are different reasons for a student to tune out – shifting from 
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22 antecedents (listening, talking, paying attention) to process thoughts 

23 and memories that were trigged, in response to negative emotions from 

24 the discussion, feeling frustrated with the direction of the discussion 

25 (off track). Students who tuned out still were vigilant and aware in the 

26 process, and were easily able to be brought back to the discussion.  

27 But, what caught my eye was the emotion students feel right after 

28 tuning out. They reported feeling better. 

29 This leads me to wonder if tuning out is a necessary emotional stage to 

30 feel better after experiencing negative affective. Is the same true for 

31 other classroom activity? Tuning out during a teacher led lecture?  

32 What are the implications for teachers? Would they need to respect 

33 their students’ need to regulate their own emotions especially when 

34 tuning out? By doing so, will you (teachers) allow for an optimal 

35 learning environment for your students? 

In the above excerpt 4.10, Matt, an ESL student, first brought up the key concept 

of “tune out” presented in the assigned reading, thereby eliciting others' subsequent 

reactions to the term.  

First, Matt's understanding was based on the authors' description about this 

domain specific term. He tried to extend the meaning of “tuning out” by associating the 

term with “a necessary emotional stage to feel better after experiencing negative 

affective.” In the context of his entire turn, it seems that the basic tenet of “tuning out” 

represents one particular form of dominant class discussion culture, and that Matt was 

interested in how this culture would be reshaped by different learning contexts (i.e., other 

classroom activities, a teacher-led lecture). He associated the term “tuning out” with the 

imagined community of teachers by presupposing that teachers “would need to respect 
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their students’ need to regulate their own emotions especially when tuning out” (lines 32-

35) for an optimal learning environment to be allowed.  

Matt's rigorous inquiry into the meaning of “tuning out” in a larger learning 

context invoked the course instructor, Dorothy's subsequent response that showed her 

alignment with his viewpoint.  

 

Excerpt 4.11 
Thread: What about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Dorothy 
September 24, 2008 1:28 PM 
 
36 Right! It's so interesting to think of how a teacher can use the 

37 information about tuning out.  

38 Mostly, I think, it tells us as teachers to be respectful when we see 

39 students phasing out (not sure if that's exactly the best word).  

40 There could be important and good work going on during that period. 

41 And it makes us appreciate that learning is a difficult task partly 

42 because of the social and affective dynamics involved. 

 

Dorothy affirmed her response with agreement and restatement: “Right! It's so 

interesting to think of how a teacher can use the information about tuning out” (line 36). 

The use of exclamation mark and the intensifier, “so” indexed her strong empathy with 

Matt. This was an emotional issue for Dorothy, whom I found to be to the consummate 

learner advocate – always seeing the best in her students and believing that students have 

capability to respond to the situated learning context in deep and thoughtful ways. 

Interestingly, she reaccentuated the meaning of “tuning out” by using her own word, 

“phasing out” although she was unsure of the degree of its accuracy in representing the 

associated value with “tuning out” (“not sure if that's exactly the best word”). Dorothy 
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also switched to “us” and “we” in line 38 and 41, indicating her own empathy with the 

teachers Matt imagined and also to invite other students as participants in her view about 

how “the social and affective dynamics” are involved in a learning task.  

In the following excerpt, the negotiation of the meaning of “tuning out” revealed 

the emergence of intersecting and implicitly opposing texts produced by two other 

students.  

Excerpt 4.12 
Thread: So what about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Sumi 
September 24, 2008 3:29 PM 

1 It was quite amazing to see that so much were going on in the students' 

2 mind/head during the classes (besides processing content), especially 

3 level of attention paid to and the emotion arising from the social context 

4 of the class was quite surprising to me (not that I am not affected by the 

5 social context of a class but the degree of impact the social content had 

6 on these students seem very strong that some students seem to be caring 

7 only about the socio-political developments of the class than the 

8 contents being taught and learned!). 

9 As mentioned in the article, the fact that these group was a COHORT 

10 group could have attributed quite a lot in generating emotions as a 

11 reaction to other students than the content of the class or to a reaction 

to 

12 the teacher. 

13 I wonder if similar study has been conducted on a traditional teacher's 

14 lecture based classes. I wonder if similar patterns of dynamic and 

15 relationship take place in the Central Phenomenon of the Model 

16 described in this article. In the study it is found that students acquire a 

17 habitual reaction to tune out when encountered with a situation that 
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18 raises a negative emotion in them. But if it were the teacher who 

19 generate the negative emotion would they still be tuning out, knowing 

20 that it would hinder them from learning what they need to learn in 

21 class? Could this explain about what's happening inside the students 

22 who always pay no attention to what's happening in the class? 

23 It's also interesting that positive emotion does not play that much of a 

24 crucial role in which action is taken in the Central Phenomenon 

25 compared to the negative emotion. 

 

As we see in the above posting, Sumi, a focal student, initiated a turn in which she 

tried to look at the cultural values associated with the term from a slightly different angle: 

“But if it were the teacher who generate the negative emotion would they still be tuning 

out, knowing that it would hinder them from learning what they need to learn in class? 

Could this explain about what's happening inside the students who always pay no 

attention to what's happening in the class?” Sumi was offering a response to an earlier 

posting made by Matt questioning that tuning out could be applied for other classroom 

activities and that tuning out would work during a teacher-led lecture, if “tuning out is a 

necessary emotional stage to feel better after experiencing negative affective” (line 29-

30). 

Sumi quoted Matt's query as a source with which to agree and, at the same time, 

to recruit in opposition to the authors' stance by suggesting that “if similar study has been 

conducted on a traditional teacher's lecture based classes,” patterns of dynamic and 

relationship might have been different “in the Central Phenomenon of the Model.” At the 

end of her turn, she showed a polite disagreement with the authors' stance by pointing to 

the relatively less strong focus on the role of positive emotion in the classroom that were 

detailed in the article. Sumi voiced her disagreement in a manner that was likely to be 
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fairly indirect by initiating her turn with “it's also interesting” in line 23. She did not 

begin her turn with something on the order of “It's important to note that positive emotion 

can play so much of a crucial role in which action is taken in the Central Phenomenon as 

negative emotion.” This was seen as a way of honoring authors' viewpoint while restating 

it to make a different point. 

But this indirect move was resisted by Jenny, an American student, who evaluated 

the value of tuning out without negative affect.  

Excerpt 4.13 
Thread: What about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Jenny  
September 24, 2008 7:30 PM 

26 I don't always think that tuning out is a negative affect during 

27 discussions. Students can tune out but be pondering one aspect of the 

28 conversation and building thought patterns that may arise a question 

29 that could lead the conversation in a new direction. 

30 I think it would be interesting to see a study about the teachers' 

31 emotions during this type teaching. How do they feel when a student is 

32 no longer paying attention? How do they feel when the discussion turn 

33 negative? How do they handle bringing the discussion back on track. 

By using “I don't always think” in line 26, Jenny first wanted to show respect for 

the “negative face” needs of Sumi (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Jenny implicitly indicated 

her understanding of the term by relying on the imagined group of students who “can 

tune out but be pondering one aspect of the conversation and building thought patterns 

that may arise a question that could lead the conversation in a new direction.” 
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At this point, Dorothy, the course instructor, also rejoined the discussion, arguing 

against Sumi's opinion through her personal experience.  

 

Excerpt 4.14 

Thread: What about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Dorothy 
September 24, 2008 7:47 PM 
 
34 Jenny-- I totally agree with you that tuning out can sometimes happen 

35 not because of negative emotions but because of a thought that the 

36 person is pursuing and that leads the person away from processing the 

37 ideas in the class. Totally. Happens to me all the time.  

38 I have had to ask, sometimes, of someone if they would repeat what 

39 they'd just said because I had been thinking of something they'd said 

40 earlier and now realized I really wanted to hear what I'd just missed!! 

41 Always embarrassing to do that but sometimes necessary. 

 

As illustrated in the above excerpt, Dorothy affirmed Jenny's earlier posting that 

valued students' tuning out as a way to “build thought patterns” (line 28) that could 

eventually lead the discussion in a new direction: she reaccentuated Jenny's words by 

suggesting that tuning out can happen not only “because of negative emotions” but also 

“because of a thought that the person is pursuing and that leads the person away from 

processing the ideas in the class” (lines 35-36). Dorothy not only incorporated the term 

but also adopted the meaning of the term in reflecting on her personal experience 

(“Happens to me all the time”, line 37). In online discussions, the teacher was also part of 

that community as a learner rather than as the authoritative talker whose voice dominates 

classroom meaning-making.  
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The similar pattern repeated itself in other turns between Roberta, Lynn, and other 

American students. It seemed that asynchronous written exchanges consisted of a series 

of narratives that revolved around certain underlying opinions. Given the focus on 

exchanging opinions, participants then seemed to focus on each others' “internal, 

evaluative positions,” leading to an exploration of beliefs and attitudes toward the 

specific academic concept “tuning out.” They examined their own understanding and 

considered other ways of thinking and so were able to make a wider range of intertextual 

connections across their personal experiences embedded in particular learning contexts, 

deconstructing the underlying values of tuning out to make sense of academic life. As 

one thread triggered another, an intertextual pattern emerged, revolving around a shared 

underlying meaning making. By sharing a series of tuning out stories, participants began 

to (re)define and construct a common critical stance regarding the role of affect in 

learners' experiences of classroom discussion. As they became engaged by each others’ 

stories, they discovered a common social bond that seemed to lead to an exploration of 

their shared stance and their own perspective on learning related issues.  

Later in the same discussion, the same dynamic at work was seen, this time 

among the students, Jose, Roberta, Kate, and Lynn: 

Excerpt 4.15 
Thread: So what about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Jose 
September 24, 2008 6:26 PM 

1 Tuning out seems to be the only of the four actions that can be 

2 unconsciously triggered, so I was initially surprised that all of the 

3 accounts of tuning out seemed to be a conscious action by the student. 

4 I personally tune out much more than I would like to, but it's often an 
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5 unconscious action.  

6 But the more I think about it, these instances are usually the result of a 

7 distraction, a contextual factor, which is probably why the authors did 

8 not mention any such cases, if they occurred. The examples in the article 

9 all showed tuning out as a conscious reaction to affect.  

10 So now I wonder, can affect cause someone to unconsciously tune out? 

11 I think so; I think someone can for example be distracted by an affect 

12 and unconsciously focus on it instead of the discussion.  

13 Any other ideas? 

In the above excerpt, Jose first expressed his understanding of tuning out (“the 

only of the four actions that can be unconsciously triggered”, line 1), which was followed 

by his implicit resistance (“initially surprised”, line 2) to the overt values of the term 

asserted by the article's authors (“a conscious action by the student”, line 3). Then he 

reconstructed its meaning by directly using the term with his real life story: “ I personally 

tune out much more than I would like to, but it's often an unconscious action” (lines 4-5). 

In the middle of his turn, Jose indirectly quoted the authors' view by saying, “The 

examples in the article all showed tuning out as a conscious reaction to affect” (lines 8-9). 

Once again, he challenged their view that tuning out is a conscious reaction to affect by 

raising a question (“So now I wonder, can affect cause someone to unconsciously tune 

out?”, line 10) and at the same time answering the question (“I think so; I think someone 

can for example be distracted by an affect and unconsciously focus on it instead of the 

discussion”, lines 11-12). 

Following right after Jose's posting, Roberta, one of my focal participants, began 

her turn by affirming the authors' stance (“It was amazing reading about ... ”, line 14) but 

quickly moved to what is, in effect, an argument against the authors' view by mentioning, 
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“Yet I could tune out unconsciously as Jose said” (line 18). Roberta affiliated herself with 

the group of second language learners in order to express how difficult it is for her not to 

tune out during a lecture. While examining her understandings through her personal 

story, she still considered other ways of thinking by inviting others: “Does anyone have 

some advice regarding this issue?” (line 29). 

Excerpt 4.16 
Thread: So what about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Roberta 
September 24, 2008 7:04 PM 

14 It was amazing reading about and making conscious all the external 

15 aspects that can influence our learning process in a class room setting! 

16 Now I will definitely pay more attention to my affects before and 

17 during class.  

18 Yet I could tune out unconsciously as Jose said.  

19 I personally don’t believe that we always tune out consciously. 

20 Sometimes we can be hungry and our energy will innately drop making 

21 it harder to keep up the same level of attention. 

22 In my case and answering to Kate’s question about second language 

23 learners (which I am), it is quite hard for me not to tune out once in a 

24 while (and I am tempted to do it much more often than I do). I am able 

25 to return to the lecture after a while…I guess it is just a question of 

26 tiresome. I put too much effort on simply figuring out the language and 

27 its structure and parallel to this I need to understanding the concept.  

28 I think that by doing this process my attention span gets shorter.  

29 Does anyone have some advice regarding this issue? 
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As a response to Roberta's invitation, Kate displayed her agreement with the 

feature of a collective identify as second language learners posed by Roberta.  
 

Excerpt 4.17 
Thread: So what about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Kate  
September 24, 2008 7:38 PM 
 
30 Roberta-- Yes, I do think second language learners have to put in more 

31effort and energy in simply processing language.  

32 This seems to have something to do with working memory, yes?  

33I don't know if this theory is as 'current' in educational psychology,  

34 but... working memory, language automation. 

35 For me - I don't know if either language I use (English or American 

36 Sign Language) is actually a first or a second language per se- I was 

37 writing and reading at a very early age. However, I find I benefit from 

38 having the content presented in different modalities, especially that 

39 where I can process the information at my own pace. I like to expand 

40 on the content in class in my reading, and notice I assimilate 

41 information more deeply in reading rather than direct dialogue.  

42 So I guess that's a sort of learning strategy that I apply, as a bilingual 

43 learner. 

44 Tuning out - I wonder if the study participants' self-recall did not allow 

45 for an actual recall of all the times that tuning out actually occurred.  

46 I'd think a lot of tuning out happens because of contextual distraction 

47 as well. 

 

In her posting, Kate did not simply appropriate a way of thinking of second 

language learners associated with Roberta's world view. Instead she evaluated this view 

in her own way drawing on two constructs (working memory and language automation) : 
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“This seems to have something to do with working memory” (line 32). At the end of her 

turn, she also added a bit of her own analytical view of the research detailed in the article 

(“the study participants' self-recall did not allow for an actual recall of all the times that 

tuning out actually occurred”, lines 44-45) and examined the notion of tuning out by 

using “contextual distraction” (line 46) in her own way. 

In the next posting, Lynn, a Taiwanese focal student, also affirmed her agreement 

with Roberta and Jose by adopting their words: “most of the time, we probably tune out 

unconsciously” (line 48). 

Excerpt 4.18 
Thread: So what about Do & Schallert? 
Author: Lynn 
September 24, 2008 10:08 PM 

47 Tuning Out – It sometimes happens to me, and I do agree with Roberta 

48 and Jose that most of the time, we probably tune out unconsciously.  

49 I usually tune out when I am affected by certain personal factors, such 

50 as tiredness, sickness, or sadness.  

51 Also, I, as a second language learner, sometimes cannot control myself 

52 to tune out when I’m anxious or under pressure in the classroom; it 

53 might be a good way to help myself calm down a bit. 

54 To answer Kate’s question, I would say it’s probably common for 

55 second language learners to tune out in class.  

56 Myself as an example, learning a second language itself, which we 

57 often refer to English here, is hard, and it’s even more difficult for us to 

58 learn a subject that we are not familiar with in English.  

59 Therefore, we sometime tune out to help ourselves breathe some fresh 

60 air in order to reduce some stress or anxiety that we’re experiencing in 

61 a second language classroom. But, like Roberta, I would be able to 

62 return to the lecture (but I somehow would miss a little lecture.) 
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In this posting, Lynn not only displayed her own opinion on the concept of tuning 

out, she also indicated implicitly, through the use of the inclusive “we,” that the 

participants shared the same values as a group. On the one hand, this kind of consensus 

seemed to ratify the participation of the students who shared the view that students tune 

out unconsciously and, on the other, problematized the participation of those who did not, 

by being silent. 

To summarize, it was found that the students and the teacher involved in 

asynchronous online discussions were part of a community space in which all members' 

connections were shared, challenged, and valued.  

 The students in online written discussions shared a common commitment to 

making meaning that allowed them to focus on exploring their evolving understandings, 

disjunctions, and connections. They listened to each other and pushed their own thinking 

and, as they experienced being heard, they came to know and value the domain specific 

terms and concepts. The students and teacher engaged in online written discussions were 

able to use their constructions of the key theoretical constructs as they approached new 

experiences and evolving texts, and these new evolving texts allowed them to reconsider 

old concepts through a process of endless intertextuality.  

In addition, CMC space fully enhanced intertextuality by involving the students 

and the teacher in particular ways of thinking and working together as a collaborative 

community of practice. Because the primary focus of online discussions was on ongoing 

inquiry and not reaching final solutions, consensus became the primary process for 

developing understanding into new academic terms and concepts. It seemed that 

individual participants' knowledge, experience, and understanding became a pooled 

resource for intertextual connections as online group members conferred on particular 

key terms and concepts.  
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Chapter 5: Classroom Silence—the Ecology of Visible and Invisible 
Talk 

122 04:27:20 PM 

You bring up an interesting point. I once heard that many students in Asian 
cultures do not speak up or ask questions in class to the professor because that 
would be insulting, as if he/she does not know what they are talking about. Is this 
right? 

134 04:29:27 PM 

It depends on people, but I would say yes. 

That's why I am still having hard time to participate in the classroom discussion. 
It is getting better, but when I first came here, even though I had questions in the 
class, I just waited until the class was over and went to the professor to ask 
questions. That's why I didn't enjoy seminar class where everyone is supposed to 
speak up. (I really didn't think I could learn a lot from taking seminar class) 

148 04:32:22 PM 

I think that that kind of generalization could be dangerous. I guess it's somewhat 
true that graduate students in Asian culture are not likely to speak a lot in class. 
But, it depends on the type of classes and classroom moods including professor's 
teaching styles. In the literature classes, there are lots of debates between 
professors and students, and also among peers.  

(Synchronous chat, 11/4/2008)

The written exchange that opens this chapter captures the very essence of the 

deep-rooted stereotypes broadly circulating about the reticence of students who come 

from “Asian” countries. It has been reported that an uncritical acceptance of the 

stereotype has concealed the needs and problems of these students when they fail to 

achieve good grades (Goldstein, Pon, & Timothy, 2003). In this chapter, the issue of

student silence in EP800L classroom is explored. As was seen from classroom 
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observations, students' self-reflective essays, and interviews, most of the focal students 

appeared to be silent in their class participation. 

In the context of the classroom community, positions of power and 

marginalization have long been associated with the dichotomy of talk and silence. There 

has been a debate in L2 literature highlighting the interrelatedness of talk and silence in 

the classroom because talk can only work when others listen, and particularly, when 

others remain silent within a classroom community. To date, studies in multicultural 

classroom settings have reported that minority ethnic groups are likely to remain silent in 

the classroom, in comparison with their majority peers (Nakane, 2007). Silence in the 

multicultural classroom has often been regarded negatively due to its representation of 

asymmetrical power relationships, and yet positive aspects of silence in the classroom 

have also been investigated (e.g., La Forge, 1983; Mohatt & Erickson, 198l; Muchinsky, 

1985; Rowe, 1974).  

Many of the studies often described students from Asian countries as “reticent” or 

“silent” in a variety of areas such as English for Academic Purposes (e.g. Adams et al. 

1991; Jones, 1999; Thorp, 1991), higher education (e.g., Ballard, 1996; Liu, 2000), 

TESOL (e.g., Kubota, 1999; Young, 1990), and intercultural studies (e.g., Marriott, 2000; 

Milner & Quilty, 1996).  

For instance, some studies of L2 students' classroom participation have revealed 

that students from Asian countries appeared to be less vocal than native English speaking 

students in the classroom context (e.g., Duff, 2001; Harklau, 1994; Mason, 1994; Morita, 

1996). Researchers have analyzed and interpreted the silence of L2 students relying on a 

variety of variables such as language barriers, cultural difference, foreign language 

anxiety, and classroom power dynamics (Flowerdew & Miller, 1995; Harklau, 1994; 

Hilleson, 1996; Jones, 1999; Leki, 2001; Losey, 1995; Tsui, 1996).  
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For example, Jones (1999) suggested that the relative silence of university-level 

non-native students from Asian cultures was caused by the difference between the 

educational norms of their home culture and those of their target culture. Leki (2000) 

argued that the power relationships between ESL learners and native English speaking 

students can silence the ESL learners and undermine their ability to contribute to team 

projects. Particularly, Liu (2000) differentiated five major categories for factors affecting 

the participation modes of students from Asian countries: cognitive, pedagogical, 

affective, sociocultural, and linguistic (p. 163).  

It is worth noting that, most of the studies of silence in the multicultural 

classroom considered that the majority group is native English speakers, and have 

regarded silence as negative. It should also be noted that silence as a problematic issue in 

the classroom been used as a rationale for teaching with an emphasis on interactive 

modes of talking. Although L2 classroom studies have investigated why non-native 

students are silent or reticent and how this “problem” can be improved, yet there is a lack 

of exploration into L2 students' perspectives about their own silence grounded in 

naturalistic inquiry. 

Therefore, there is in need of examining what L2 students themselves believe are 

the factors that account for their reserved participation or what kind of feelings they 

experience while keeping quiet in the classroom. The theme of voice and silence surfaced 

as the five focal students reflected on their participation in class discussions. Although 

the students reported from diverse perspectives depending on individual history, most 

highlighted the importance of listening and silence in their classroom encounters. 

Focusing on what the focal students themselves perceived about their relative silence in 

the classroom, I drew on the theoretical work undertaken by King Kok Cheung, who 

provided me with an alternative way of understanding classroom silences. My hope is to 
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offer in-depth insights from the focal students' lived experiences that helped inform the 

theoretical discussion and shift perspectives on the meaning of listening and silence in 

learning. In this chapter, I employed a comparative approach in investigating the relative 

silence of the five focal participants. 

Jiyoung' Silence 

As a first-year doctoral student in Educational Psychology and a mother of a new 

born baby, Jiyoung who came from South Korea, faced many challenges in making a 

smooth transition into the new academic environment at the time of my research period. 

Jiyoung had to learn the new disciplinary content knowledge and different ways of 

thinking and projecting herself orally in class discussions. Jiyoung's participation in EP 

800L was characterized by the almost complete silence in whole class discussions and 

relative reticence in small group discussions. Although she was mostly quiet, I realized 

that her body gesture such as eye contact and sitting posture implied that she was paying 

full attention to the flow of class discussions. Although Jiyoung was quiet in class 

discussions, she often chatted and joked with her colleagues themselves from Korea, 

Taiwan, or China, during breaks, or outside the class time, which suggested that she felt 

comfortable with Asian peers.  

Seen from Wenger's social theory learning, Jiyoung's silence seemed to represent 

her marginalized positioning in participating in a classroom community of practice. 

However, the analysis of her self-reflective essay and end-semester questionnaire 

revealed that there was a shift in her perspective from individual student to individual 

participant in the classroom community and from individual cognitive process to social 

practice as a focal point for situated learning.  
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I found that Jiyoung participated actively, though, silently in EP800L class for 

multiple reasons, and that, at the same time, she was vigorously activating her agency, 

observing and interpreting the new classroom community culture and constructing her 

sense of being within the classroom culture. Jiyoung sought ways of simultaneously 

achieving her goals and meeting at least the minimum requirements of the course. She 

focused on learning what she could by listening to others rather than trying to participate 

orally. 

In her self-reflective essay, Jiyoung presented three different factors that 

accounted for her quiet demeanor in oral class discussions. These factors were generally 

congruent with diverse factors proposed by previous researchers regarding 

multilingual/bilingual classroom studies. The primary silence was attributable to her fear 

that her English expressions would be laughed at. This self-imposed or “inhibitive 

silence” (Cheung, 2003) was articulated by Jiyoung as follows:  

First of all, I didn't feel completely comfortable in speaking English in 
front of other peers. That's because I recognized that I had forgotten how 
to express my ideas well in English. I didn't want to make trivial mistakes 
to lose face. I didn't want to make grammatical mistakes and interrupt the 
class proceedings for I had rarely spoken English approximately for one 
year. (Self-reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 

It is well known that language learning anxiety is a widespread phenomenon 

described by Horwitz, Horwitz, and Cope (1986, p. 128) as a “distinct complex of self -

perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language learning 

process.” On the one hand, the first contributing factor (fear of making linguistic 

mistakes) is related to language learning anxiety that was referred to in L2 classroom 

studies. It is noted that students who are not confident in their English usually suffer from 
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communication apprehension (Tsui, 1996). On the other hand, it seemed that her 

reluctance to initiate an exchange with other peers can be understood in terms of identity-

based anxiety (Stroud & Wee, 2006). According to Stroud and Wee, an individual may 

be more worried about maintaining her relationship with a certain group than with her 

language abilities. Norton (2000) also argued that “identity references desire for 

recognition, the desire for affiliation, and the desire for security and safety” (p. 8). It is 

important to note that Jiyoung had a strong orientation towards how she was perceived by 

other peers, and this peer orientation seemed to influence her choice of being reticent in 

class discussions. Thus, her sense of being a non-native English speaker as an outsider, in 

part, contributed to her silence, which also served as a face-saving strategy for her. Her 

fear of making a face-threatening linguistic mistake in English was associated with a 

sense of inferiority toward other non-native students who, to her, spoke like native 

speakers in terms of affective aspect: “To be foolish, that's because I didn't want to lose 

my face after expressing my ideas which I didn't elaborate on.” It seems that this feeling 

partly came from her fear of not meeting the expectations of the classroom community in 

terms of competence, yet subtly was motivated by a desire to avoid potential ridicule 

from her peers, which is linked with identity based anxiety.  

 Therefore, Jiyoung was negotiating not only her linguistic competence as part of 

competent membership in the class but also her social identity: Jiyoung did not want to 

be perceived as less competent by speaking inappropriate words and ideas. This sense of 

discomfort or anxiety led her easily to assume that she “could join online discussions 

more actively than oral discussions in class.” After the first synchronous discussion in the 

computer lab, however, Jiyoung completely felt lost:  
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After my first experience in the lab, I felt totally depressed. Compared 
with my fellows, my typing speed was so poor. In addition, tons of 
postings were showing up in the screen. I couldn't catch up with them. As 
soon as I was reading someone's posting, it was almost disappearing. I was 
embarrassed at the sudden situation because almost everything was 
beyond my expectation. (Self-reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 
 

Yet, as the semester went on, she participated increasingly in online discussions. 

She felt that she became more adjusted to the different learning modes and mentioned 

that active interaction afforded by online space really motivated her.  

At the same time, these simple points became more complicated when I closely 

examined what she mentioned as her thinking process during class discussions. For 

Jiyoung, the seemingly passive participation was not simply caused by her lack of sense 

of belonging in the classroom. Individual learning style appeared to be another factor 

contributing to why she remained reticent in class participation. Educational research has 

identified many factors accounting for some of the differences in how students learn. One 

of these factors, learning styles, is explained as “cognitive, affective, and physiological 

traits that are relatively stable indicators of how learners perceive, interact with, and 

respond to the learning environment” (Keefe, 1979, p.4). It is also thought of as “a 

general predisposition, voluntary or not, toward processing information in a particular 

way” (Skehan, 1991, p. 288). Following this line, Jiyoung implicitly displayed her 

perceptual learning style preference as follows: 

 
I was not kind of talkative person in class. Even if I was inclined to learn 
something actively, I preferred to mull over than speak in class. I could 
think many things and construct my own ideas by listening to others' 
talking and teachers' feedback, even if I was not so enthusiastic in the 
discussion. (Self-reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 
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Another major reason for Jiyoung's almost complete reticence seemed to be 

tensions caused by the difference in sociocultural norms for communicating between 

Korea and the U.S. Her experience in this class included an interesting negotiation of 

academic cultures, which also had an influence on the way she participated. One of the 

sociocultural factors affecting Jiyoung's silence was her unfamiliarity with the way 

communication was structured and managed in many American graduate classrooms. In 

the following excerpt, she described her ambivalent feelings about an episode that she 

had in the classroom:  

One day my teacher mentioned my example that I posted to our 
asynchronous discussion board. Then the teacher said, “Is that right, 
Jiyoung?” So I answered, “Yes, right.” Actually I could have said 
something related to the episode and my thought even though I felt a little 
shy. However, I didn't realize the fact that the teacher wanted to listen to 
my idea more. After class, a friend of mine told me that American students 
usually might have responded more actively to a teacher's question in that 
kind of situation. (Self-reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 

As shown in the above excerpt, the reason for her passivity in the classroom went beyond 

the linguistic. Full participation required a high degree of sociolinguistic competence, 

skills of participation, and knowledge of the interactive norms of the classroom 

community culture. As Jones (1999) pointed out, students like Jiyoung who come from 

cultures where they are “expected to behave as a respectful and silent recipient of the 

teachers' knowledge” (p. 248) may exhibit the same behavior in the new academic 

environment of U.S. universities, and thus, it is also possible that Jiyoung's short response 

came from her deference toward the teacher. Her judgment as to the proper level of 

participation in the classroom as well as the appropriateness of someone's commenting 
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back to the teacher at a given time in a discussion may have led her to make such a brief 

comment. Her reluctance to volunteer an answer to the teacher's question could be owing 

to her lack of confidence, but it could also be because she was inhibited by a “maxim of 

modesty” in the classroom.  

With regard to Asian students' classroom silence, Asian-American scholar, King-

Kok Cheung proposed new ways of understanding silences that trouble a student like 

Jiyoung. In her book, Articulate Silence, Cheung suggested five differing modes or 

tonalities of silences such as stoic, protective, attentive, inhibitive, and oppressive. In 

particular, I attended to the notion of attentive silence – a form of silence in which there 

is “acute listening, empathy for others, and awareness of even the subtlest signs from a 

speaker” (Goldstein, Pon, Chiu, & Ngan, 2003, p. 65). Essentially, attentive silence 

represents “a quiet understanding.” Such a mode of silence is “empowering and thus the 

antithesis of passivity.” As for Jiyoung's case, the notion of attentive silence was clearly 

articulated in her self-reflective essay: 

Even though I did not participate in the oral discussion very actively, I was 
fully enjoying the classroom talk. I was able to construct my own 
knowledge by listening to different ideas.  

Jiyoung felt that her observation of classroom interaction between other students 

and the teacher helped her to develop an understanding “new and complex concepts” 

under discussion. Also, she felt that attentive listening allowed her to view a certain 

theoretical constructs in different ways and detect other students' thinking process. This 

form of silence strongly resonated with the notion of attentive silence proposed by 

Cheung. It seems that, for Jiyoung, silence was, in part, enacted as a powerful tool for 

learning and for internal cognitive processing, which is congruent with three Chinese 

students discussed in Liu's case study (2002).  
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To summarize, it is possible that the attentive and inhibitive silences experienced 

by Jiyoung were linked to identity politics and her desire not to be considered a less 

competent member in the classroom. There were multiple factors that accounted for 

Jiyoung's reticence in EP800L class: fear of face-threatening linguistic errors, personal 

learning style preference, cultural differences, and her learner identity locally situated in 

the classroom.  

Sumi's silence 

I now turn to summarize another Korean student, Sumi's experiences in classroom 

participation, highlighting the different and changing meanings of her reticence. 

Sumi's major concern in this course was to finish the course readings assigned 

weekly so that she could be more prepared for online discussions and complete take-

home tests on time. Due to her seemingly limited grasp of the course content, she often 

struggled with the course reading materials. Sumi mentioned that she had a hard time in 

fully understanding some of the reading articles that were articulated in very abstract 

terms. 

Compared to the nature of Jiyoung's reticence, Sumi did not show any fear or 

anxiety associated with face-threatening linguistic errors. It seems that her 10 years of 

work experience as a free lance interpreter/translator gave her a sense of comfort in 

expressing her ideas in public. Sumi, having already had appreciable exposure to Western 

norms of conversation through her career, fit more comfortably into the ethos of the in-

class participation. Instead, Sumi found it more difficult to follow the multimodality of 

online synchronous discussions on particular topics that were not so familiar to her, and 

felt somewhat frustrated: 
I felt as if I was not there. Basically, in the online discussions, I realized 
that if you were not posting writings and were not being responded to, the 
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very existence of your being could be completely ignored. (Self-reflective 
Essay, 12/12/2008) 
 

In contrast to her frustration in her first experience with synchronous online 

discussions, Sumi felt that she was deeply involved in the oral discussions. Sumi 

described herself as an “auditory learner,” perhaps linked to a learning style preference: 

Partly, maybe, because I am an auditory learner, my attention 
automatically gets focused on verbal stimuli. So, for me, I usually fall into 
flow very easily for most of face-to-face discussions and lectures. This 
class was no exception, and especially when the speaker is enthusiastic 
about the topic, I really get involved deeply, which was mostly the case 
during the discussions in this class. I think it's always so interesting to hear 
other people think. (Self-reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 

 

Actually Sumi was not always sitting in class in complete silence. It is important 

to examine what Sumi actually did in the classroom when given opportunities to speak, 

or when local peer students were speaking. Sumi was highly engaged in classroom 

discussions. Although she did not frequently make comments, she voluntarily initiated 

some questions about the research that the teacher was introducing and also was very 

willing to answer the teacher's question. For example, when Dorothy was asking about 

how international students felt about participating in online discussions, Sumi 

immediately took Dorothy's offer of a turn without any hesitation in exposing her non-

native speaker identity in class. She made an honest but rather unexpected comment on 

her impressions about online written communication as shown in the following excerpt: 
 
Dorothy: I want to say, I tried. I expected that using online discussions 
always, initially I expected that with all international students in my 
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classes the online discussions would be this wonderful forum for them. I 
really had expected that, initially. You know, one of the things I learned 
about is that it's not the panacea that we might think. I bet you if we asked, 
those of you international students, are any of you who are willing to say 
whether you felt it was easier for you to participate in the online 
discussions? 

Sumi: I felt basically difficulty in the online discussion. And I thought 
about why I felt such a difficulty. Because I know my writing was stay 
there permanently (laugh). I guess I was a little afraid of putting my 
posting there that would stay there.  
(Oral discussions, 9/30/2008) 

By asking questions, sometimes Sumi was critically thinking about the focal point 

of the particular topic with which the class was grappling. Dorothy was impressed with 

Sumi's contribution in class discussions, which she understood as her taking an 

increasingly competent membership in oral discussions: “I am so proud of her. Sumi is 

doing great.” 

In addition, Sumi volunteered to speak in open discussions in the fourth class 

meeting. The class was discussing the interplay of automaticity, trust, and beliefs by 

linking with the automaticity of driving. While listening to Dorothy's driving example 

related to automaticity, Sumi was willing to bring up the related assigned article in which 

the authors used the automaticity variable in order to interpret novice and expert teachers' 

behavioral patterns in a particular situation. She presented another way to think of the 

problem by bringing in the anxiety variable.  

Although Sumi was not reluctant to ask questions and share her own perspective 

with other peers in the class discussions, she tended to be quiet in whole-class 

discussions. Whereas Jiyoung tended to be silent and was never observed to bid for turns 
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even in small groups, it was seen that Sumi often took an active role in small group 

discussions. For Sumi, constructing a viable classroom identity did not seem to be a 

major part of the challenge for her in EP800L. It must be noted that Sumi did not mention 

the kinds of challenges that Jiyoung experienced, such as feelings of insecurity in the 

classroom.  

With regard to tonalities of silences, Sumi did not show any sign of inhibitive 

silence, and most of the time she turned to attentive silence, the “empowering and thus 

antithesis of passivity” (Goldstein, Pon, and Chiu, 2003, p. 65) as I explained earlier. 

Like Jiyoung, Sumi's silence was not necessarily connected with a lack of understanding 

and passivity. When she compared the online discussion mode with the oral discussion 

mode, her perceptual learning style preference resonated in her words: 

In the cyber space, including both synchronous and asynchronous 
discussions, even if the real names of the writers were posted, I did not 
pay much attention to who the writers were. Somehow all the postings 
seemed to be from anonymous writers and I was not relating the writings 
with the authors. 

In the classroom discussions, because we are there witnessing the very 
person who is speaking at the scene, I think there is a role played by the 
character of the speaker. Somehow, or maybe just naturally, persons, as 
opposed to the letters on a page, attract more attention from me towards 
them and make me stay focused, engaged, and involved even if the content 
of what is being said is less interesting. It was much easier to be attentive 
and deeply involved in the comments, feel empathy and understanding 
where the speaker was coming from during the classroom face-to-face 
discussions than with the written discussions.  
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As seen in the above excerpt from her self-reflective essay, Sumi felt that, by 

being an attentive listener, she was more actively engaged in face-to-face communication 

rather than in online written communication. Interestingly, she also considered in-class 

participation to be more “bound within the social mediation of individual learning 

boundary” (Sumi's essay) than online group participation.  

Although she was constructed as a member of the silent group that consisted of 

the students from Asian cultures, she was not positioned (or positioned herself) in the 

relatively powerless members of the class. Sumi felt that she engaged in the class 

discussions as a relatively legitimate member. It may be possible that her native-like 

language proficiency in English enabled her to have a positive view about in-class 

participation. Although she experienced difficulties in finishing assigned reading 

materials in time, Sumi attempted to participate meaningfully in oral discussions and also 

formed her own values about face-to-face discussions.  

Lynn's Silence 

Like the two Korean students I have described, Lynn, a Taiwanese female 

student, showed similar responses about her relative reticence in class participation. 

Because she had obtained her master's degree in a TESOL program in an American 

university, Lynn might be expected to be familiar with the Western academic culture and 

interactive classroom participation mode. During lectures and open discussions, however, 

Lynn usually sat quietly, busily taking notes. 

 As Jiyoung had taken several psychology-related courses such as educational 

psychology and curriculum in her college undergraduate program, Lynn also had 

experience in taking a psychology course when she was an undergraduate. According to 

her background questionnaire, Lynn had “found the course very difficult” and eventually 
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failed to understand the concepts and theories of psychology, “no matter how hard” she 

tried. Thus, Psychology of Learning was a course that she was very afraid of, at the 

beginning of semester, and she expressed her hope that the teacher of EP800L could help 

her to overcome and relieve her fear about psychology. 

Most of the time, Lynn was aware of her stance as “a sort of passive receiver” in 

oral discussion sessions. The main reason for her passivity was that it took time for her to 

understand the specific content of “oral discussions and transfer it to her own 

understanding” within the limited period of class time. Being faced with this problem, 

Lynn sought a way to fulfill her learning goal and meet the requirements of the course. 

Therefore, as a complementary strategy, Lynn “tried to take notes on any pieces of 

important knowledge” that was being discussed during oral discussions.  

Interestingly, Lynn showed “a certain degree of anxiety” even when she was 

trying to understand some students' opinions or to take notes as part of the teacher's 

lectures for which she had no background knowledge. This receptive anxiety was 

reflected in her self-essay writing:  

During the oral discussions in class, I somehow experienced a certain 
degree of anxiety when I was trying to comprehend one's saying or to take 
notes on a part of the speech given by the professor that I have never 
learned before. In other words, the oral discussions sometimes made me 
anxious if I was not capable of transferring the received information into 
my understandings of knowledge. (Self-reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 

Because Lynn felt that she had limited ability to follow class discussions and 

internalize the course content, the very sense of insecurity about the lack of content 

knowledge made her take on a somewhat less experienced and less competent stance in 

the classroom community. Whereas Sumi sought ways to become a more proficient 
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member of the classroom community by letting her voice be heard, Lynn concentrated on 

fulfilling her learning goals while affiliating herself with a relatively peripheral position. 

This kind of position - taking was illustrated in the following excerpt: 

Even though my role tended to be a listener most of the time because of 
my shyness and uncomfortable feelings in speaking up, I enjoyed listening 
to others' opinions and found my self learning better as a listener because 
our classmates often brought up interesting ideas and thoughts that I did 
not have when I was reading the materials at home by myself. Most 
importantly the professor always provided us with not only a great chance 
to speak freely but also an enjoyable environment/atmosphere in class. 
(Self-reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 

In contrast with her perceived anxiety, Lynn identified herself as being highly 

engaged in the oral discussion mode. Lynn reported that she paid full attention to other 

classmates' comments and ideas in class discussions and that she never “tuned out” both 

in the oral and online discussions. Like Jiyoung and Sumi, she was exercising attentive 

silence, a form of silence that is accompanied by acute listening and empathy for other 

students, thereby empowering herself to some extent.  

Kelly's Silence 

Kelly, a Puerto Rican female in her late 20's, was a first-year doctoral student in 

the department specializing in School Psychology. At the age of 18, she had come to the 

U.S. to study Literature and Latin American Studies at one of the most prestigious 

universities located in Boston. Before joining the doctoral program, she had lived in 

Austin for about five years, working for several social services.  
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Although her native language was Spanish, as a bilingual speaker, she was very 

fluent in both Spanish and English. As she mentioned at her end-of-semester 

questionnaire, she did not have any problems due to her bilingual status because all her 

academic training was done in English. Rather, Kelly felt that her cultural background 

helped her to digest some of the course theme (i.e., sociocultural theories) more easily. 

Based on her personal history that she brought to EP800L class, Kelly's position in the 

classroom community seemed to be somewhere between an insider and an outsider. To 

some extent, Kelly was affiliated with an insider's stance in that she had lived in the city 

as a local resident for quite a while and she was already familiar with Western 

participation culture that was a part of American classroom settings. Nevertheless, she 

was still recognized, as she perceived, as a newcomer who had just begun her doctoral 

program that has held its own values, beliefs, and language.  

Before Kelly began to take this course, her main concerns lay in being capable of 

writing in the language of the Educational Psychology and reading articles effectively. At 

the end of semester, when she was asked for the biggest problems she had experienced in 

this course, Kelly pointed to reading and interpreting the assigned course materials 

effectively and fully grasping the particular theoretical concepts described in those 

reading materials.  

In whole-class discussions, Kelly seldom volunteered to speak. When Kelly made 

particular comments, however, her words tended to be clear and to the point. Although 

she was mostly quiet, Kelly was usually taking notes on her computer and referring back 

to the weekly assigned articles during them. When she was asked for the degree of 

involvement that she felt, Kelly mentioned, “Although I was interested in the class 

discussions, I was not as involved as I could have been if I were focused only on the 

conversation.”  
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With regard to the degree of enjoyment that she experienced, unlike the three 

Asian students, Jiyoung, Sumi, and Lynn, Kelly did not seem to enjoy the face-to-face 

discussion mode very much. She reported that she might have more enjoyed oral 

discussions if she had not been trying to keep up on multiple levels and, nevertheless, 

expressed uncertainty whether she would have learned as much.  

In the following excerpt, Kelly expressed her ambivalent feelings about oral 

discussions, thereby implicitly exposing the reason why she felt that the oral discussions 

were not a very pleasant experience:  

I found the oral discussions in class to be interesting, but compared to the 
online discussions they were usually not as comprehensive in terms of 
covering course materials. Most often, the class discussions focused on 
just one of the concepts we were learning in that week's class or even a 
particular question a student had. However, I did feel that this type of 
discussion was interesting and helped me understand how my classmates 
were thinking about and responding to the material. I also liked that 
people expressed varied opinions freely and drew on their own life/work 
experiences to illuminate concepts we were discussing. (Self-reflective 
Essay, 12/9/2008) 

Here, it appears that Kelly was continuously monitoring the flow of class 

discussions even as she remained to be silent in the classroom. Particularly, Kelly's 

orientation to observing the ongoing classroom dynamics began from the very beginning 

of the fall semester. This tendency resonated in her own words:  

As a first-year doctoral student, I began my semester in an observational 
mode. I was focused not only on mastering the specific topics within this 
class, but also on the overall process of learning how to think and 
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communicate like an educational psychology doctoral student. Because of 
this, I was not quick to participate in class discussions. (Self-reflective 
Essay, 12/9/2008) 
 

In this excerpt, Kelly seemed to be negotiating her situated identity in order to become 

socialized as a critical thinker and communicator as a legitimate and competent member 

in the discourse of educational psychology. Wenger's community of practice perspective 

represented competence as situated abilities encompassing “learning how to think and 

communicate” as a member of a certain cultural group, suggesting that these abilities are 

highly respected within a certain community of practice (Wenger, 1998). As an 

extension, Wenger considered identity to be locally situated and co-constructed within a 

community of practice. Based on this framework, Kelly's silence seemed adopted as a 

way to enact her identity as a doctoral student in her “imagined community” of 

educational psychology discourse – a community that she hoped to gain access to in the 

future (Norton, 2001; Wenger, 1998). With regard to intentionality of silence, there are 

two types of silence – intentional silence and unintentional silence (Kurzon, 1997). The 

former is as silence intentionally used as a strategy, whereas the latter is referred to as 

silence caused unintentionally because of fear, anxiety, or embarrassment. Kelly's silence 

was most likely an intentional one. In addition, because the class was relatively large, 

Kelly reported that she found it easy to focus on listening and observing.  

When she was asked about her feelings for the oral discussions at her interview, 

Kelly described a challenge that she faced as follows: 
 
... Because the class has been bigger and also of not ... I 
guess thinking, you know, for me, the material is fairly new. I've done 
mostly developmental psychology but not really learning, you know, 
cognitive psychology. So I would have been probably more reluctant to 
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make a comment, because I think I would've assumed that I don't 
know as much. Some of the other people also, I don't need to ... I just 
kind of listen, not participate quite so early. Usually it takes me some 
little while in the semester to start participating in a larger class. 
(Interview, 9/23/2008) 

Another factor that contributed to her relative reticence was her self-

consciousness about her lack of knowledge in the course content. Moreover, her 

insecurity about “how to talk” appropriately in the field of Educational Psychology often 

prevented her from making meaningful contributions in oral discussions.  

It is likely that a certain degree of tension was being developed during her 

invisible struggle for her identify formation, a tension between her desire to become a 

competent and accountable member in class participation, and her fear of being indexed 

as a less competent member because of her perceived limited knowledge of the course 

content and way of speaking recognized as Educational Psychology discourse.  

In addition, like Jiyoung, Kelly exhibited some identity-based anxiety, where “an 

individual may be more concerned with his or her relationship with particular groups than 

with his or her language abilities” (Stroud & Wee, 2006, p. 300). I noted her personal 

orientation towards how she was perceived by other classmates:  

 ... Though this is possible in an in-class discussion, I know that I 
personally am more reluctant to share a personal take on material in class 
for fear of becoming that student that hijacks the discussion on their own 
personal interests. ... (Self-reflective Essay, 12/9/2008) 

Thus, her choice of remaining silent in the classroom was not simply due to the teacher, 

but also to other peers as source of her anxiety. Kelly chose to be quiet partly because she 
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did not want to stand out from, and be resented by, other classmates. It is likely that 

Kelly's silence was consistent with attentive silence in that her silence is characterized by 

acute listening and empathy for other peers. 

To summarize, her self-reflective essay and end-of-semester questionnaire 

demonstrated how negotiating her identities was a large component of the source of her 

silence in the classroom, even though her struggle likely remained largely unnoticed by 

the teacher and her classmates.  

Roberta's Silence 

Roberta, a 25+-year old female student, was the youngest among the focal 

students. Like Kelly, her native language was Spanish. She was a first-year master 

student in the department of Educational Psychology. Roberta had learned English as a 

foreign language in school in Mexico city and had spent some summers in the U.S. As an 

ESL teacher, Roberta had mostly worked with 3 to 5-year old children for five years. 

Before she began this class, the potential problems that she had expected were 

maintaining her attention in class and writing well. What she experienced as her biggest 

challenges were synchronous online discussions and some of the readings that she found 

“extremely complicated.” 

Like other focal students, Roberta appeared to be reticent in class discussions. 

First, Roberta considered oral communication to be the most demanding task for most 

foreign language learners including herself because it needs the incorporation of “sub 

processes such as immediate translation, accurate language, fluency, and most 

importantly, sequence in argumentation.” She found it “daunting” to speak in front of “a 

large group of native English speakers,” which was congruent with Jiyoung and Lynn's 
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experiences in class participation. Thus, foreign language anxiety primarily contributed to 

her silence in oral discussions.  

Referring to the expectancy value theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 1992), Roberta felt 

that her “self concept” was relatively “poor” while expressing herself orally: 

If a person believes she or he is knowledgeable in one area or a certain 
task, this will automatically influence her or his engagement in it. Even 
though I value the content of the class and am intrinsically motivated by it, 
my “self concept” while expressing myself orally is poor. Moreover, I do 
not feel ready to expose myself and jeopardize my “self concept belief” 
(only if I were extremely confident about my point of view.) (Self-
reflective Essay, 12/9/2008) 

It seemed that her lack of self-confidence partly originated from her fear of not 

meeting the expectations of her classroom community in terms of competence. While 

keeping silent, Roberta was negotiating her speaking competence as part of competent 

membership as well as her classroom identities: she was concerned about being affiliated 

with a less competent group by failing to present an “academic like” view. 

Interestingly, Roberta often assumed that she would “tune out” while speaking in 

public and that every comment she made would appear pointless. Moreover, she was 

afraid of “being judged by other classmates” because her view was too simple and not 

academic enough too. Roberta felt insecure about being positioned as a less competent 

and unaccountable member in the classroom community. Therefore, her classroom 

identity seemed closely associated with her reserved stance in the class while her 

language anxiety also accounted for it.  
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From Roberta's perspective, the oral discussions were not always equally shared 

by all members of the class. In the following excerpt, Roberta indirectly pointed out that 

some outspoken students often dominated the flow of classroom talk:  

 
I think that I was partially involved in oral discussion first of all because I 
did not participate so much. Psychologically I sometimes felt I was 
partially involved because some students focused too much in very 
specific aspects (related to their research), which limited the flow. ... 
When discussing the relevant articles for the class and not deviating from 
them, I really enjoyed listening to others' views. (Self-reflective Essay, 
12/9/2008) 
 

It seems that, due to those dominant students in class discussions, Roberta sensed 

some degree of alienation, taking a relatively peripheral stance in the classroom. In 

response to the question about the degree to which she felt the oral discussion mode 

contributed to her learning, Roberta compared it with asynchronous Blackboard 

discussion as follows:  

 
I think that asynchronous discussion contributed more to my learning 
process because, in some oral discussions, I “tuned out” or did not have 
prior knowledge enough to grasp what was being said. Some peers' 
contributions were very specific: if you don't have the same background, 
you are lost. (Self-reflective Essay, 12/9/2008) 
 

As illustrated in the above excerpt, multiple issues such as foreign language 

anxiety, her fear of being judged by others, and her sense of alienation kept her silent. In 

terms of different modes of silence proposed by Cheung, Roberta's silence was close to 
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an inhibitive one, which is less associated with vigorous listening and empathy for other 

classmates.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I have investigated the invisible meaning of silence for the focal 

students in the classroom, based on their own voices. Various aspects of these students' 

silence in the classroom, as perceived by the students themselves emerged from their 

reflective essays, interviews, and end-of-semester questionnaires. The multiple issues 

behind these non-native students' classroom silence included not only language - related 

issues but also issues of emotion, culture, and identity. Students reported that they were 

involved in different cognitive, emotional, and social activities, while they remained 

silent in class discussions. What was striking was that students who were completely 

quiet in the class were still struggling to position themselves legitimately within the 

classroom, supporting that “participation and non-participation are both constituents of 

their identities in interrelated ways” (Wenger, 1998, p. 171). 

This suggests that non-native students' silence in the classroom should not be 

simply treated as an attribute of their L1 culture. Rather, the issue of silence in a 

multicultural classroom should be approached with contextualized interpretation and 

from multiple perspectives.  
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Chapter 6: Negotiating Online Chat—Transformation and Difference 

In this chapter, I explore the agency of the focal participants in terms of the roles 

they played in the classroom discourse highlighting the dialectical and interactional 

perspective of academic discourse socialization. This chapter focused on the construction 

of varied participant roles of the focal students and their associated values, 

responsibilities, and obligations. It further examines student reactions and responses to 

these constructions during synchronous CMC activity.  

The process of socialization has often been described as ideal and seamless, and 

novice learners were often characterized as inactive, ready, and uniform receivers of 

socialization. For example, in light of language socialization theory (Ochs, 1990; Ochs & 

Schieffelin, 1984), traditional models of expert-novice relationships have maintained the 

assumption that oldtimers are always willing to share their expertise with newcomers and 

that newcomers learn by more competent members' assistance and guidance. Given these 

assumptions, much past research has tended to focus on the experts' role in socializing the 

novice learners. It is not uncommon that much less visible are the reactions and responses 

on the side of the novice learners themselves. 

 However, expert and novice members of a discourse community must negotiate 

their differences through interactions in order for socialization to take place. Mismatches 

and conflicts of ideas, goals, expectations, and norms of interaction exist between experts 

and novices (Chaiklin & Lave, 1993; Erickson & Schultz, 1982; He & Keating, 1991; 

Jacoby & Gonzales, 1991). 

Moreover, novice learners can show individual variations regarding their manner 

and degree of participation in socialization activities. Novices may be centrally engaged 



155 

in these activities, or remain peripheral (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Depending on their 

individual goals and circumstances, they also showed differences in what and how much 

they take from socialization activities (He, 2003).  

As the goal of my inquiry in this chapter lay in describing the focal students' 

evolving participant roles, my analysis was widely guided by Abrams (2001), Goffman 

(1974), Larson (1995), and O'Conner and Michaels (1993). Therefore, this chapter 

describes focal students' experiences and perspectives on their academic socialization, 

particularly focusing on the synchronous CMC activity. I explored how the focal students 

negotiated their participation in synchronous CMC activity from the Legitimate 

Peripheral Participation perspective outlined in Chapter 2. The data for this chapter come 

from interviews with the students, the students' self-reflective essays, and the CMC 

transcripts. The close examination of their changing participation in synchronous CMC 

activities provided a more complete picture of academic discourse socialization in 

EP800L class. 

Quantification of Postings and Conceptualization of Roles 

To gain a better understanding of the level of participation, I first counted the total 

number of synchronous chat postings and total asynchronous Blackboard postings created 

by the focal participants. Table 6.1 below displays the relative breakdown of postings 

simply as number of postings with no consideration for content, quality, or other issues. 

As Table 6.1 illustrates, three focal students, Roberta, Lynn, and Kelly, produced an 

almost equal numbers of postings. Whereas Jiyoung created the least postings during 

synchronous CMC discussions, she had the highest number of postings in asynchronous 

Blackboard discussions. Sumi was the most salient in the number of postings during 
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synchronous CMC discussions and took the second highest rank in the number during 

asynchronous Blackboard discussions.  

Table 6.1 Chat and Blackboard Postings for the Focal Students 

Synchronous CMC Activity Asynchronous 
Blackboard Activity 

Student Total 
Number of 
postings 

Mean # per 
discussion* 

Number of postings 
excluding initial 
salutations 

Total 
Number of 
postings 

Mean # per 
discussion 

Jiyoung 19 4.7 17 16 5.3 
Sumi 38 9.5 34 13 4.3 
Roberta 27 6.7 24 11 3.6 
Lynn 28 7.0 24 11 3.6 
Kelly 27 6.7 23 10 3.3 

*Mean of rest of class in each online chat: 10.7

It is important to determine which participant roles the focal students employed 

particularly while engaging in online chat activity. In constructing the adapted taxonomy 

used in this chapter to address the focal students' participant roles, a more interactional 

approach was adopted, combining elements of taxonomies from a number of sources 

(Abrams, 2001; Goffman, 1974; He, 2003; Larson, 1995; O'Conner & Michaels, 1993).  

Several participant roles were identified in synchronous chat activity: primary 

author, respondent, agreer, commenter, questioner, challenger, and pivot. The primary 

author is a speaker who made a basic comment to begin a discussion by presenting a 

certain view about the topic under consideration. The respondent role can be taken by 

more than one interactant who answer questions posed to the participants by the primary 
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author. By performing agreer role, interactants display their agreement in response to a 

previous contribution. In the role of commenter, participants commented on the primary 

author's opinion. Questioner is a role in which participants pose some question in relation 

to a previous posting for various purposes such as comprehension check, request for help, 

ask for confirmation, and clarification. The challenger role was identified when 

interactants showed their disagreement with an other interactants' statement. 

 The role of pivot was employed whenever a participant took “information or 

knowledge from one dyadic interaction and carrie[d] it into the creation of another dyad, 

thereby facilitating the knowledge circulation process and expanding the participation 

framework” (Larson, 1995, p. 56).  

Table 6.2 shows variations in participant roles taken by the focal students during 

online chat sessions.  

Table 6.2 Participant Roles Performed by Focal Students in Online Chat 

Roles Roberta Lynn Kelly 
Primary Author 
Respondent 2 3 5 
Agreer 12 
Commenter 9 2 12 
Pivot 1 1 5 
Questioner 12 3 1 
Challenger 3 

In what follows, I discuss the participant roles performed by three of the focal 

students, Kelly, Roberta, and Lynn, in synchronous CMC activity. I also compare and 
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contrast the three students' reactions to synchronous CMC activity to see their differing 

perspectives on the same learning context. It is important to note that although my 

inquiry was mainly focused on these three students, it does not necessarily mean that the 

other two students, Jiyoung and Sumi, did not present any participant role changes in 

engaging in synchronous CMC activity. As Table 6.1 showed, regarding the quantity of 

posting, Kelly, Roberta, and Lynn created almost the same numbers of postings. In this 

regard, my intent is to illuminate by qualitative approach the diverse interpretations 

individual students may have toward online chat activity, and their negotiation in 

participation, more or less different from one another.  

Kelly's Perspectives and Agency 

The first interview showed that Kelly was interested in participating in 

synchronous chat although she felt “a little bit nervous.” When asked how she felt about 

her first experience in chat, she said: 

I thought it was an interesting idea that I liked, the idea of having different 
styles of discussion in the class sort of experiencing different ways of 
materials. I think I was ... I was interested in that and then I was a little bit 
nervous because I didn't know what to expect, you know. It definitely felt 
like, um, you're little more on the spot than, say, in the classroom 
discussion where you may choose to talk or not to talk, you definitely 
include something in there and contribute something, you know. 
(Interview, 9/23/2008) 

It seemed that Kelly had personal ideas about the purpose of having group chat 

discussions, which was to interact with others and to share others' ideas. She felt that the 
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most difficult part of her participation in the chat was to keep track of what everyone was 

saying and then figure out ways to contribute to that discussion.  

With regard to motivation, Kelly showed relatively higher motivation in chat 

discussion than classroom discussions. She felt more responsibility to keep the discussion 

going as an accountable member of a group. 

 
I think, ... I think I have a higher motivation in the chat because I think 
you you kind of have this feeling like you need to contribute to try a 
couple of times at least and to keep, you feel like I have a responsibility 
that to be part of keeping the conversation going, ummm, I think in class 
sometimes discussion can just happen between two or three people, you 
know, even one person with a professor, and then in the chat, I think you 
feel more responsible to be part of the group. (Interview, 9/23/2008) 
 

By the second synchronous discussion, unlike other students, Kelly felt that she 

had became comfortable with the chat format, and with the process of jumping in and 

taking up or starting a thread while other students focused on different topics. I suggest 

that she became aware of “comfort zones of orality in which discourse is highly involved 

and personal” (Wanner, 2008, p. 144) in chatroom communication. Her sense of comfort 

about synchronous discussion is reflected in the following excerpt from her last essay: 

... The controlled chaos of the synchronous discussion fit in very well with 
this preferred format of communication for me. ... I would say that I was 
motivated to participate by the need for relatedness. ... I might look at the 
impact of my prior knowledge of how to communicate in this way as an 
important factor in becoming comfortable with the synchronous chat 
format ... (Self-reflective Essay, 12/9/2008) 
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 Interestingly, Kelly said that she was attentively participating in the discussion, 

not only by writing but also by scrolling down and reading students' different ideas, 

suggesting that the number of words and turns may not entirely represent individual 

students' contributions to online discussions. 

It became a very enjoyable and absorbing experience, even during times 
when I was not participating by writing but by scrolling through and 
reading different conversations. It reminded me of a get-together with my 
very large and talkative family, where everyone seems to be talking at 
once and threads of conversation get dropped at one point in a 
conversation only to be picked up seamlessly some time later.  
(Self-reflective essay, 12/9/2008) 

With regard to her role in the class, it seemed that there was a certain degree of 

shift from an invisible listener's role to a visible speaker's role. In the following excerpt, 

her voice conveyed a sense of critical awareness in such a role shift: 

Yes, I would say that because I think even just getting to know students a 
little better in the contexts, chat gives it more of a kind of cohesive 
classroom environment. I mean you feel more an active part of class. 
(Interview, 9/23/2008) 

Whereas she took a relatively reticent participant role in oral class discussions, 

Kelly seemed to display a variety of roles in online chat discussions such as respondent, 

commenter, informant, pivot, and questioner as shown in the above Table 6.2. When she 

was asked if there were any differences in terms of her involvement in, or response to, 

any of the four time synchronous discussions in which she participated, she reported: 
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I found that they became more engrossing as the semester went on – partly 
because I was accustomed to the format and could really focus on the 
experience. I remember that I didn't want to stop when time ran out in the 
last two discussions. It was so dynamic and there was so much more we 
could have talked about. I felt that I was learning from my classmates. ... 
Synchronous was so much fun and so different from the usual mode of 
classroom dialogue that I definitely preferred it. (Self-reflective Essay, 
12/9/2008). 

As the above excerpt tells, she made a great personal transformation by adopting 

more dynamic roles shifted from the role of peripheral participant. 

The following example demonstrated Kelly's changing move toward full 

participation in online chat. Grounded in Goffman's (1981) participant framework, the 

analysis of online chat recognized the role of the pivot as important in distributing 

knowledge among participants. Originally Goffman described that the pivot is positioned 

between two conversations while keeping each conversation separate. In contrast to 

Goffman, Larson (1995) reconceptualized the notion of pivot as “the pivot opens 

interaction between participants and swings knowledge from the primary dialogue to 

other peers, thereby repositioning their status from overhearers to interlocutors” (p. 293). 

Larson also described that “the pivot expands the nature of the participant structure by 

expanding opportunities for participation and access to knowledge” (p. 293). My analysis 

in the following excerpt was informed by Larson's notion of pivot in the participation 

framework within which the distribution of knowledge and intellectual values are 

enhanced, building on Goffman's (1981) original definition. According to Larson, the 

pivot takes the role of initiating and facilitating the social circulation of knowledge. The 

following excerpt is taken from the first synchronous discussion when the topics being 
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discussed included learners' goal orientation, academic achievement, and depression, and 

middle school girls' performance-orientation in math. Due to the multiplicity of topics in 

synchronous chatting, I present below only the turns that were on the same topic. 

 

Sequence 6.1 

#39 04:10:52 PM 

Rorita: 

I am very interested in how to help students who are not succeeding to succeed. 
One way I was thinking about studying drop outs to see if goal orientation was a 
factor in their lack of success would be to test a group of 4th-5th graders on the 
goal orientations and then to follow them to see how they do. Do they succeed 
and move on and into college? do they drop out early? And does their goal 
orientation explain their progress. 

#42 04:11:31 PM 

Ming: 

How long would you follow them, Rorita? 

#43 04:11:36 PM 

Alicia: 

Rorita: don't you run into the confounding issues of longitudinal studies, though? 

#44 04:11:55 PM 

Ming: 

Yeah, you'll be in school forever. :-P 

#45 04:12:03 PM 

Mary: 
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Rorita: I'd imagine that goal orientation evolves as students grow through the 
grades- middle school alone brings a whole new set of challenges, especially 
when thinking about social goals. 

#52 04:13:03 PM 

Rorita: 

Yes, you would run into confounding issues and I would follow them at least into 
college so there would be many confounding variables. I haven't worked that out 
yet. 

Ming's point is very important I thought. I also thought Pintrich's discussion of 
empiricism and his differentiating it from positivism was interesting. 

#55 04:13:21 PM 

Dorothy: 

Mary -- that's exactly what I've thought -- that as we get older, we're a little more 
on the mastery-orientation and a little less on the performance orientation, 
especially of the avoid type. 

#58 04:13:59 PM 

Mary: 

Dorothy: yes, especially when you're dealing with people who make the choice to 
enter graduate school 

In Sequence 6.1, Rorita, taking the role of primary author, brought up her future 

plan to conduct research with a group of 4th-5th graders on goal orientations. Her turn 

was acknowledged by other participants' responses. As the interaction continued, 

Dorothy, the teacher, ratified Mary's comment about changes in goal orientation 

according to learners' development. Once the teacher ratified her contribution, Mary 

attempted to expand the topical point by adding a relevant example. 

Sequence 6.2 
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#57 04:13:55 PM 

Jennifer: 

Regarding the middle-school math example from class...I think that today, 
it isn't as likely to see girls avoiding the math courses...I believe Dweck 
originally did that research back in the 80's, and then hypothesized why 
girls weren't continuing to achieve in middle school and beyond. At one 
point in time, there was research (not sure by whom) that it was the fact 
that teachers called on boys more than girls in class, which led to different 
expectations for boys v. girls, but I think Dweck's hypothesis about the 
messages children get through socialization is worth further study. :) 

#65 04:15:44 PM 

Kelly: 

I think there's a connection between those two comments about 
student orientations in grad school and middle school - teacher 
expectations - some graduate programs are more mastery-oriented 
while others are more performance-oriented, which may lead to 
attracting/retaining students with different orientations 

#66 04:16:17 PM 

Jennifer: 

Interesting point, Kelly...what do you think the focus is here at UT? 

#68 04:16:33 PM 

Rorita: 

Kelly, I wonder if the PhD completion rate is lower in mastery-oriented 
programs than in more performance-oriented programs 

#70 04:16:53 PM 
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Ming: 

That's an interesting thought... 

#72 04:17:39 PM 

Mary: 

Kelly- I find that to be true- I just completed my MS at a program which also 
offered a EDD rather than a PhD... which seemed to be more performance-
oriented, less theoretical, more applicable 

#79 04:19:30 PM 

Ming: 

I think a lot of that depends on the context, however. 

 

In this sequence, Kelly, in turn 65, was trying to connect middle school girls' 

preferred learning styles in a math class (Jennifer's turn 57) with learners' change in their 

goal orientation (the topic in Sequence 6.1) and then to propose her own perspective, 

which, as a result, pushed other peers to shift their moves to view the ongoing issues from 

a slightly different angle. Kelly functioned between the two flows of conversation but 

carried information from one predominant interaction to a slightly shifted topic across the 

participant groups. By indirectly referring to Jennifer's comment about the example of 

performance oriented girls in a math class, which was a continuation from the oral class 

discussion, Kelly made Jennifer's voice resonate through her comment to the 

conversation. By so doing, Kelly ratified Jennifer's attempt to gain access to the floor as 

appropriate participation, thereby redefining her status from an overhearer to an 

interlocutor. In a discourse-based interview, she articulated her role as pivot in her own 

words:  
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I think there were two different comments regarding um ... I'm gonna see 
here but I think Dorothy here is responding to an earlier point where they 
were talking about how we become more mastery oriented over time, and 
then over here, you know, we were still talking about the middle school 
math example here. So Jennifer was talking about that. I think I was trying 
just to bring together two of the different areas we were talking about, and 
then thinking about how it might not necessarily be just something that 
changes as you get older in one direction, but that it really depends on 
what environments you were in. That's what I was thinking about at that 
point. (Interview, 9/23/2008) 

Thus, Kelly established herself in the role of pivot as she circulated the 

appropriated and integrated perspective of learner's goal orientation to Jennifer, Rorita, 

Mary, and Ming. She tried to share her understanding of goal orientation with group 

members, which was acknowledged by those members (e.g., “Interesting point,” “That's 

an interesting thought,” “I find that to be true ...”). In the role of pivot, as Kelly entered 

into interaction with Jennifer, Jennifer was able to change her participation status to 

primary interlocutor. It was not until Kelly's turn that Jennifer was ratified by the group 

when Kelly stated, “... there's a connection between those two comments about student 

orientations in grad school and middle school ...” (turn 65). Kelly expanded the nature of 

participation structure by expanding opportunities for Jennifer's participation.  

Similarly, Kelly's participation in the role of pivot is illustrated in the following 

excerpt, taken from her third synchronous chat occurring on October 14.  

Sequence 6.3 

88 04:37:22 PM 
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Dorothy: 

So did anyone want to talk about Beck and Mckeown? About how you can get 
kids to understand more deeply from what they read by teaching them to Question 
the Author? 

89 04:37:34 PM 

Kelly: 

I really enjoyed that article. 

95 04:38:44 PM 

Jennifer: 

I really liked the Beck article because I can tie it to the way that I learn. If you 
look at the margins of my articles, I write questions. Therefore, if the author was 
there, we could have a good discussion about his/her text. 

96 04:39:09 PM 

Kelly: 

I think Beck and McKeown had a good idea about engaging kids in textbook 
reading by making the role of the author more transparent ... empowering them to 
question the information presented to them. 

98 04:39:35 PM 

Dorothy: 

That's perfect, Jennifer! You are questioning even Beck and McKeown? 

99 04:39:41 PM 

Alicia: 

Kelly-I thought the same thing! I wish I had seen more of that in high school. 

100 04:39:57 PM 

Jennifer: 
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I think sometimes when we are learning in subjects like science, we are busy 
reading text books, where we do not question the author because we believe what 
is written is fact. 

103 04:40:36 PM 

Jimmy: 

The Beck and Mckeown's article was great. The opportunity to train 
instructors/teachers how to effectively use QtA seems. We can also see how the 
instructors' motivation could affect their use of QtA. 

107 04:41:42 PM 

Lauren: 

The QtA article was interesting to me because I can understand how this method 
could be difficult for novice teachers to perform with their students. It really does 
take practice and preparation to guide the students thinking and motivate 
discussion and participation. But, it is so beneficial to student learning because 
they are actually taking apart the reading and closely looking at what the passage 
is about, what the meaning behind it is and this helps students to understand it 
better. I think it also helps them to think about these concepts as they are reading 
and the development of understanding what they are reading will help them 
throughout their lives 

108 04:41:46 PM 

Dorothy: 

Lauren -- I so agree with you. I think they were right to feel that the planes in a 
globe model had extra baggage we weren't explaining fully, so they wanted us to 
keep things simple. That was really their only objection: Why make the picture so 
complicated when the simpler one does the job of showing the relationships 
among the constructs. Still, I so appreciate your point. 

Sequence 6.4 

103 04:40:36 PM 

Jimmy: 

The Beck and Mckeown's article was great. The opportunity to train 
instructors/teachers how to effectively use QtA seems. We can also see how the 
instructors' motivation could affect their use of QtA. 
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109 04:42:03 PM 

Kelly:  

Jimmy, I think it would also be affected by the instructors' self-confidence - 
because if you're encouraging the kids to question the author. That means 
you have to also be comfortable with them questioning you as the instructor. 

113 04:42:50 PM 

Alicia: 

Kelly-I think that is what makes a truly confident professor. 

114 04:43:05 PM 

Mary: 

Kelly - Yes, I believe that when teachers have lower levels of self efficacy they 
may prefer to stick to a more instructor-directed model of teaching and be 
unwilling to 'lose control' of the classroom and be questioned. 

115 04:43:07 PM 

Jimmy: 

Kelly, very true. This plays into how much instructors with low self-esteem issues 
can affect the learning environment. 

 

In Sequence 6.3, Dorothy, the teacher, initiated the knowledge distribution process in the 

creation of a “primary dyad” (Larson, 1995) by inviting others' responses (“So did 

anyone want to talk about Beck and Mckeown? About how you can get kids to 

understand more deeply from what they read by teaching them to Question the Author?”, 

turn 88). Dorothy's question created multiple turns posted by several respondents. 

Dorothy as expert was “contingently responsive” (Wells & Chang-Wells, 1992) to the 

postings of these participants (e.g., “That's perfect, Jennifer!”; “Lauren -- I so agree with 

you”). Whereas she ratified Jennifer's and Lauren's responses to her question, Jimmy's 
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attempt (turn 103) to establish the dyadic interaction with the teacher was not attended by 

her. In contrast to his failure to engage the teacher, Sequence 6.4 shows a quite different 

picture.  

As demonstrated in Sequence 6.4, Kelly, in the role of pivot, entered into dyadic 

interaction with Jimmy (turn 109). By so doing, she changed her participation status from 

a respondent that she employed in Sequence 6.3. Through this change, she impacted the 

other participants. Kelly acknowledged Jimmy's attempt to move toward legitimate 

participation in turn 109. In response to Jimmy's turn 103, Kelly provided new, additional 

information (“I think it would also be affected by the instructors' self-confidence”). 

Again, Kelly ratified Jimmy as primary interactant from peripheral participant by 

responding to his first turn, which was then followed by his second turn (“Kelly, very 

true. This plays ... environment”, turn 115). In addition, it is at this moment that the topic 

that was being interactively discussed between the teacher, Jennifer, and Lauren, was 

made accessible to the other participants, because Kelly's turn eventually encouraged 

other members such as Alicia and Mary to shift their moves with the additional 

information (“I think that is what makes a truly confident professor,” “Yes, I believe that 

... be questioned”, turns 113 and 114), thereby creating another circulation of 

information.  

We can see the same dynamic at work in the following excerpt taken from Kelly's 

fourth synchronous chat.  

Sequence 6.5 

7 04:00:11 PM 

Tony: 
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How might we apply the concepts discussed by Panofsky to the formation of 
social cliques in schools? How much of their formation is due to the social space 
enacted by teachers? How much is due to class distinctions? 

11 04:00:56 PM 

Tony: 

And by class distinctions, I mean social class. 

17 04:01:47 PM 

Kelly: 

hum, interesting...it does seem like cliques form outside of teacher intervention - 
but I suppose, by creating a more equal social space in the classroom, it might 
help the students interact that way outside the class. 

30 04:04:40 PM 

Betty: 

Schools are set up in a way that promotes one cultural group over another one ... 
teachers are just one part of this larger social network that perpetuates this 
ideology. Things like textbooks also help codify current understandings about 
class, race, and gender. 

Sequence 6.6 

37 04:05:19 PM 

Kelly: 

Betty, it makes me think even of the physical structure of the school. I 
worked in a school where most of the students were of low SES and we had 
28 classrooms located in portable buildings on school grounds ... so most of 
the kids actually went to class inside portables rather than inside the main 
school building (compared to other middle schools in the area which had 
around 3 or 4 classrooms in overflow portables) - it sent a message to the kids 
about how much they were valued in the school district, since they didn't 
even have a permanent building in which to go to school. 

49 04:08:03 PM 

Matt: 
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Kelly - I think that's a good (bad) example of a bad designed hidden curriculum. 

53 04:09:17 PM 

Jimmy: 

Kelly, I do like your example because there is much to be said about physical 
space and how it can be used to create systems. 

The ongoing topic in this discussion was mainly about the relation of learning to 

students' social class. As seen in Sequence 6.5, Tony took the role of primary author by 

inviting others' participation, which was followed by Kelly's response. Like Betty, Kelly 

took a peripheral respondent role by answering Tony's request for knowledge. In 

Sequence 6.6, she then shifted to a pivot role in her second turn as she brought in her 

personal experience into the conversational flow, furthering interactions between other 

overhearers such as Matt and Jimmy. By participating in two overlapping frameworks, 

she carried information from one primary interaction (Sequence 6.5) to another 

conversational structure (Sequence 6.6). Kelly's role as pivot was co-constructed among 

participants in their negotiated participation, as Larson (1995) suggested: “these roles 

including pivot occur sequentially in the participation framework; that is, they are 

mutually constituted and emerge over time in daily interaction” (p. 285). 

To summarize, Kelly made a contribution to the restructuring of the participation 

framework, and, consequently, expanded the nature of membership in the synchronous 

chats. Kelly's personal history likely contributed to her ability to serve as a pivot, the role 

that helped co-construct her power in the chat discussions. As reflected in her essay, 

Kelly clearly had positive feelings about the chat discussion mode. She conceivably 

brought a more worldly perspective to the discussion group, encouraging and engaging 

others. As a human agent with a strong sense of goals for “communicating like an 
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educational psychology doctoral student,” Kelly exercised her agency by taking the role 

of pivot, attempting to shape and construct the conditions and opportunities for her 

learning in the synchronous CMC activity. By expanding knowledge among the 

participants as an informant, she mediated learning among them and “stimulated a 

contagion of learning” (Larson, 1995, p. 298). In addition, it has been shown that 

knowledge distribution in this synchronous CMC activity seemed to engender a non-

linear spread of academic literacy, and intellectual values and beliefs unprecedented in 

class discussions and unintended by the participants.  

Roberta's Perspectives and Interactional Strategy 

In this section, I explore Roberta's experiences in synchronous CMC activity, 

particularly focusing on how she strategically approached it to take a certain role in 

synchronous chats. Throughout whole class discussion, Roberta remained silent, partly, 

due to her “anxiety” and “fears” in the oral discussions. Roberta felt that synchronous 

chat was another challenge to be faced because of its spontaneity and the relatively fast 

processing it required. As a newcomer to this relatively new academic literacy event, 

Roberta was unsure how to deal with it. When she was asked for her general opinion 

about the synchronous CMC activity, Roberta expressed her difficulty in engaging in the 

synchronous chat as follows: 

Umm ... I think it's an interesting way of learning, just different styles of 
learning. I think it's interesting. Umm ... It's not the same to have a one-to-
one discussion like a class discussion. In online, it's unique, it goes faster. 
There are a lot of stimuli all the time. And you also have to have a certain 
knowledge of the key board. So you have to be certain of different things 
of interacting than just your thinking. ... I don't read that fast. ... Not nearly 
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that fast so it was too fast. ... And then it's just connecting my ideas with 
the comments ... too, too fast (Interview, 9/22/2008). 

Along the same line, borrowing the notion of “cognitive load” (Feldon, 2007), 

Roberta mentioned that a number of stimuli that showed up simultaneously and rapidly 

appeared to constrain her “attentional capacity” without leaving any free space for 

constructing knowledge from the posts. In comparison with the synchronous chat, 

Roberta reported that she was much more comfortable with the asynchronous Blackboard 

discussion mode in her self-reflective essay. Her positive reaction to asynchronous 

Blackboard posting was also illustrated in her interview:  

I felt more secure with the Blackboard discussion and more secure with 
my postings and my arguments because I had time to go through with 
them and to read them once and again and again, read the whole threads to 
understand what they were talking about, then to try to make a ... to 
contribute to the discussions, so I felt more secure definitely. (Interview, 
9/25/2008) 

Although Roberta found synchronous CMC activity more challenging than oral 

discussion in the class, she reported that she did not experience any “feelings of anxiety 

or dread” when she was posting her comments in synchronous chat sessions. In 

comparison with oral class discussions, her reduced anxiety in synchronous chat was 

congruent with the results of the previous studies regarding learners' reactions to 

synchronous chat (e.g., Beauvois, 1995; Kelm, 1992; Kern, 1995). In contrast to Kelly, 

however, Roberta's perceptions about her changing involvement in the synchronous chat 

were not as positive. She reported: “I think they were all pretty hard. I don't feel I made a 

big improvement from the first one to the last one” (Self-reflective Essay, 12/9/2008). 
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Roberta consciously used an interesting interactional strategy to interject her 

comments during synchronous discussions. The strategy was to pose a related question in 

the middle of or at the very end of her comments in order to involve other peers. Most 

often, when she negotiated meaning of particular course concepts, she employed requests 

for help as well as clarification and comprehension checks. 

By using this strategy, Roberta's role of questioner was very often ratified by 

other participants. Of Roberta's 24 turns in chat postings excluding salutations, 13 

included some question to be acknowledged by other group members. In contrast, only 

once did Kelly take on the role of questioner. Roberta used this strategy not only when 

she felt that she was not very knowledgeable about a given topic or a particular key 

concept that was introduced but also when she made a factual statement based on her 

previous experiences.  

The questioner role taken by Roberta was illustrated in the following excerpt from 

her first synchronous chat that occurred on September 16. The topic that participants 

were discussing was about an article about college student-athletes' motivational sense of 

self.  

Sequence 6.6 

30 04:13:02 PM 

Dorothy: 

One thing I thought we'd discuss here is the last of the 3 articles we read for 
today. I'm very curious as to what you thought of the student-athletes and the 
model Wilson & Smith created. 

36 04:13:47 PM 

Matt: 
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I have found it to be quite interesting - especially when I draw from my own 
experience as a student-athlete. I was especially drawn to the "brought to 
play/study" athletes. 

38 04:13:54 PM 

Betty:  

Dorothy - I found the student athlete article fascinating.  

particularly the way the authors classified the students into the different groups 
and then looked at their expectancy and value motivations. 

40 04:14:05 PM 

Dana: 

I found it interesting how the student athletes each came to a decision about what 
was important and how to balance - or not balance each activity. 

41 04:14:20 PM 

Mary: 

Dorothy: re: student-athletes, I thought it was fascinating to see a clarification of 
how motivation and the self was interwoven, and how the sense of self 
competence would transfer to another domain if challenged in one domain 

44 04:14:42 PM 

Joe: 

I would be interested to see how a larger sample of student-athletes would have 
broken down in the 2-dimensional framework established in the paper. 

45 04:14:57 PM 

Jimmy: 

I found the grouping interesting as well. It would be interesting to see different 
exams run on each group to see differences and similarities. 

48 04:15:45 PM 

Roberta:  



 177 

I thought it was a very interesting article that gave a clear example of 
motivation theory, yet could some one tell me exactly what motivation theory 
does it represent? It has a lot of goal orientation, I believe, but also some 
extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. 

85 04:21:52 PM 

Dorothy: 

Roberta -- you were asking about the student-athlete article, right? They saw it as 
most related to a self-determination perspective, even though you are right, they 
did talk about goals. But, the goals they were referring to were not the 
achievement orientation goals that Dweck was talking about. 

 

As the above data segment indicates, Dorothy, the teacher established the first 

turn by initiating a particular topic regarding one of the articles on student-athletes and 

the model that the authors had developed. A few students almost simultaneously 

responded to her request for their ideas and opinions, which shows the multiplicity of 

synchronous CMC writing. As Roberta mentioned that she is a slow reader during her 

first interview, she posted her turn relatively later than other students. In the middle of 

her turn, Roberta posed a question to engage other peers so that she could be ratified 

(“could some one tell me exactly what motivation theory does it represent?”, turn 48) as a 

group member. Dorothy responded to Roberta by echoing Roberta's voice (“you were 

asking about the student-athlete article, right?”), and offered her assistance to help 

Roberta's understanding about the topic (“But, the goals we were referring to were not the 

achievement orientation goals that Dweck was talking about”) in turn 85. Once Dorothy's 

attention was displayed, Roberta seemed to shift to the role of active interactant by 

contributing to the topic development.  

When she was asked for the nature of her posting at her first interview, Roberta 

said: 
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 I was expecting that someone would answer the question eventually. Um 
... just to get into track of one of ... because I really had the feeling that it 
was, it was talking about the goal theory. The motivation, I don't 
remember very much but the motivation theory and an extrinsic and a 
intrinsic ... So, in a normal one to one conversation, I would have asked 
that and the person would have said. Yeah, I thought it was more directed 
to the extrinsic than intrinsic. So then I would have gave a feedback on 
that: Oh yeah, well, I thought ... Yeah, she's responding. We solved it , it 
was more, more related to self-determination perspective. So with that 
answer, I would have gone more in that direction. But when I read her 
response, there was already so much stimuli that I had forgotten what I 
had asked. (laughs) (Interview, 9/22/2008) 

As seen in the above excerpt, by using the pronoun we, Roberta implicitly 

indicated that she regarded herself as an ingroup member for contributing to the group 

learning processes (“We solved it, it was more, more related to self-determination 

perspective”). 

In her second participation in a synchronous chat session held on October 7, 

similar interaction patterns were identified consecutively. The initial part of the chat 

discussion demonstrates that Roberta was negotiating the meaning of a key concept 

schema with other peers. 

Sequence 6.7 

9 04:07:59 PM 

Roberta: 

Hello 

15 04:09:56 PM 
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Roberta: 

I had a question about the schema-is this the same as our "mental scenario"? 

29 04:13:07 PM 

Eunjoo: 

Hi, Roberta 

I think schema is similar concept to our mental scenario. What I understood is that 
we use our schema to construct new knowledge.  

32 04:13:32 PM 

Dorothy: 

Roberta -- yes, such a good connection between scenario and schema. So it's not 
that they're exactly the same. In fact, you use your schema to construct the 
scenario you build to represent your understanding of the current situation. So the 
schema represents your prior knowledge, or IS your prior knowledge, from which 
you build the scenario. 

36 04:14:03 PM 

Roberta: 

Eunjoo, that is so interesting, I relate to this in my stats class (it is 
introductory) yet I had a difficult time understanding the first part of it. 
Professors in graduate degree don' t scaffold any more or at least that is my 
perception. We have to do it elsewhere. Yes? 

44 04:15:21 PM 

Roberta:  

So schema is like the most basic mental construct someone can have? 

52 04:16:46 PM 

Dorothy: 

Roberta -- a schema is like the abstraction you can construct out of repeated 
experiences with something. That's what represents your prior knowledge.  



180 

In the above data segment, after her first turn of greeting, Roberta immediately 

took the role of questioner by requesting for help as a way of indicating she wanted to 

figure out the meaning of the construct schema. Her role as questioner was soon 

acknowledged by Eunjoo, a second- year doctoral student in the foreign language 

program and Dorothy, the teacher. After their acknowledgement, in response to Eunjoo’s 

turn, Roberta began by affirming Eunjoo’s comment valuing the equating of schema for 

“mental scenario” that she had suggested earlier through her question. She then brought 

up a statistics course that she was taking, associating the term schema with the difficulty 

of the course. At the time, she also tried to elicit Eunjoo’s response by putting a 

confirmation check at the end of her posting (“Professors in graduate degree don' t 

scaffold any more, or at least that is my perception. We have to do it elsewhere. Yes?”, 

turn 36).  

In response to Dorothy's answer, again Roberta put a confirmation check by 

saying, “So schema is like the most basic mental construct someone can have?” in turn 

44. Once again, her role of questioner in the contingent participation framework was

attended to by Dorothy (“Roberta -- a schema is like the abstraction you can construct out 

of repeated experiences with something. That's what represents your prior knowledge”, 

turn 52). 

When I asked her about her frequent reliance on putting a question mark at the 

end of postings, she said: 

They are questions for me, they are not statements. Yeah, I'm asking 
questions. (Me: I felt like it's kind of your, your way to elicit your peers' 
responses.) Yeah, Yeah, that's why I think it's a question. I'm not ... I don't 
feel with a sufficient knowledge that everything I said is statements. So I 
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don't like people that just feel so secure of themselves that state 
everything. So that's why I put a question mark because I'm just asking 
like this is what I think, and a question mark. Just to hear what people say 
about it. (Interview, 12/16/2008) 

 

In the above comment, Roberta indirectly revealed that she was a relative 

newcomer in the new class community by saying, “I'm not ... I don't feel with a sufficient 

knowledge that everything I said is statements.” As a way to make a contribution to 

distribute socially shared knowledge, she consciously chose to put a question mark at the 

end of her postings. When I offered that putting a question mark on her statements might 

be her strategic way to draw others' opinions, she was not reluctant to agree with me 

saying, “Yeah, that's right.” 

In the following excerpt taken from a later part of the second chat discussion , a 

similar interactive pattern was identified.  

 

Sequence 6.8 

79 04:23:34 PM 

Joy: 

I read an interesting article last year about how kids recalled a story about a 
basketball differently, depending on which team they identified with. 

81 04:23:58 PM 

Joy: 

oops...not a story about a basketball...about a basketball game. 

87 04:25:39 PM 

Roberta:  
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Joy - it is interesting how culture determines what domain is worthy. For 
example, indigenous cultures have interests in other domains and when they 
enroll in western schooling system it is so hard for them to do well, because 
they have other domain interests that western culture does not value. I think 
it is sad that culture does not value more some other domains ... we could 
gain so much from people who have different domain interests. Any 
comments? 

104 04:29:37 PM 

Kelly: 

Roberta, I completely agree. I worked with a middle school girl once who was 
failing out of school - her family had moved to the US from Cuba and aside from 
other issues stemming from the trauma of that experience, one of the things she 
would tell me is that she just did not understand the school's obsession with what 
she called "filling in little bubbles on a piece of paper." She had strong interests in 
poetry, politics, and Latin American cinema, and she described taking end of year 
tests in Cuba that were entirely essay format - which she felt very comfortable 
with. It turned out a big part of her disengagement with school had to do with 
seeing the strengths she had cultivated in her school in Cuba be entirely devalued 
by the school she was in (which was a large urban public school here in Austin) 

117 04:34:19 PM 

Eunjoo: 

Hi, Roberta. 

Your comment is very interesting to discuss. Yeah, I totally agree with you that 
some of the subjects in Korea are not being valued that much in the U.S. 
education system and I can't help agreeing with you that experiencing these 
different school systems and see those worthy courses back in one's home country 
is being less valued in foreign country will greatly influence on one's engaging the 
class or disengaging the class. 

In this sequence, Joy took the role of primary author by presenting a story about 

children's recall of text describing a basketball game. First, Roberta established a dyadic 

interaction by commenting on Joy's basketball game story (“Joy - it is interesting how 

culture determines what domain is worthy”). Next, taking on a pivot role, she provided 
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additional information to the culture-specific issue that Joy was presenting by illustrating 

an example about crosscultural differences. By so doing, she produced a circulation of 

the knowledge from the “primary dyad” (Larson, 1995) that she established with Joy to 

other participants such as Kelly and Eunjoo, thereby redefining their status from 

overhearers to interlocutors. And, in the end, she returned to the role of questioner, 

posing a question (“Any comments?”) as a kind of “promotors” (Smith, 2003) to involve 

other silent “overhearers” (Larson, 1995) who had not contributed yet but still might be 

attending to the ongoing topic. At this time, Roberta used a form of promotion 

represented by “words and phrases which encourage continuation of the conversation” 

(Smith, 2003, p. 18).  

One main reason she frequently performed the role of questioner was that she 

regarded herself as a novice in the new educational practice of online chat as well as in 

the domain specific body of knowledge. What is interesting was that her cultural identity, 

to some degree, was also moderating her role in participation framework. 

 When she was asked about a particular thread in the asynchronous Blackboard 

posting, Roberta said: 

 Yeah, I think that in collectivist culture, well at least in Mexico, we are 
so used to sharing knowledge with everyone, we're constantly looking for 
people to agree with what we say, like maybe me, when I put my question 
mark because I want, I want to learn a global thinking to know what my 
peers think, what they think about what I'm saying, Then, I will 
reconstruct my knowledge. So, I used to consider that sometimes in 
Mexico, we are insecure of stating individualistic point of view, like you 
just said, if I put period after each, um mm, each postings, I would say that 
is more like individualistic. This is what I think, period. And then, in 
collectivism, this is what I think and I am opening it to the discussion. 
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That's kind of what I want to say. Yeah, I'm not the kind of ... maybe I 
should do it more. I see it here everyone in the U.S. affirms things and 
then a little more well ... maybe ... (Interview, 12/16/2008) 

According to the above excerpt, it seemed that Roberta was conscious of her 

cultural identity as collectivistic and of being a newcomer in a synchronous chat (“I'm not 

the kind of ... maybe I should do it more. I see it here everyone in the U.S. affirms 

things”). In her words, her cultural identity in line with a collectivistic view was 

contrasted with the cultural identity of “everyone in the U.S.” that was assumed to be 

individualistic.  

In summary, in online chat discussions, Roberta participated actively as a relative 

newcomer by frequently taking the role of questioner. She relied heavily on this role, in 

part, as she recognized the positive aspect that the questioner role could play in 

constructing and “sharing knowledge” in line with her cultural identity that is 

collectivistic. Roberta provided her own views and comments, believing that more 

experienced members could benefit from her different perspectives.  

Lynn's Perspectives and Negotiation 

When it came to the online written discussions, my motivation was 
quite different. When I first attended the synchronous discussion held 
in the lab, it was because of the obligation; moreover, since I have 
never had any experiences of asynchronous/synchronous discussions 
before, I did not get used to it and found it was very tough to get 
myself involved with that situation. Therefore, during the first few 
online discussions, I could see learning mainly coming from extrinsic 
motivation not only because of the requirement but also because of the 
grades. I was very afraid of getting an unsatisfying score if I did not 
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try to participate during the online sessions. Gradually I started 
noticing my changes in the online written discussion: I was getting 
more and more used it and found interesting when I was reading 
others' responses to the questions. ... Thus, my motivation has been 
gradually shifted from mainly extrinsic to intrinsic motivation 
throughout the semester. (Self-Reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 

 

In the above excerpt, Lynn displayed her sense of discomfort in engaging in 

online discussions as she transitioned into the experience, and particularly described the 

first online chat as an “obligation.” In contrast to Kelly and Roberta, Lynn reported that 

she experienced feelings of “loss and helplessness” during the first synchronous session 

because she felt she had totally failed to do what she needed to get started, overwhelmed 

with the great number of statements appearing on the screen in a very short time. 

 Her reaction to online chat appeared to give a somewhat conflicting account to 

previous L2 studies that showed some evidence of learners' reduced anxiety in online 

chat experiences (e.g., Beauvois, 1995; Blake, 2000; Kern, 1995; Lee, 2002). It seemed 

that synchronicity and simultaneity of online chat mode generally caused her a “sense of 

anxiety” and that, as a result, she was “completely lost and had no idea” of what she 

needed to do in engaging in the online chat. The following comment excerpted from her 

first interview after the first online chat session held on September 9 supports my 

interpretation. When she was asked about any perceived difficulties in participating in the 

online discussions as a non-native speaker, she said: 

 
Um mm ... I don't know because I would consider my ... I've never thought 
about that kind of question before, but I would consider myself as kind of 
like a slow person, because every time when I have to respond a question 
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or whatever, it takes me time to think about that. So, I really have no idea 
if it's because of the language because I'm not a native speaker, or it's just 
because of my personality. I would say it's because of both language 
barrier and my personal orientation ... Probably ...Yeah... (Interview, 
9/25/2008) 

As Lynn regarded herself as “a slow person,” her individual orientation to a 

relatively slow rate of processing may not have been a good fit for synchronous chatting 

but a much better fit for the asynchronous Blackboard discussion.  

That was a lot different, because like our Blackboard discussion, we were 
allowed to have at least 32 or 36 hours to do that requirement, right? So, 
basically, we had enough time, I mean, a lot of time to read everyone's 
reactions and statements, before we posted ours. I think that would be a lot 
better for us to do so. And we could probably produce more effective 
statements based on everyone's opinions. (Interview, 9/25/2008) 

As seen in the above excerpt, posting her opinions on the Blackboard was a 

rewarding experience for her. Lynn described that she enjoyed asynchronous discussion 

more than synchronous chat because of its allowance for her to have more time for 

digesting new information posted by others, thereby enabling her to think over her own 

ideas before she posted her response. 

Although she felt that she needed to adjust to the fast onslaught of topics in the 

synchronous discussion to survive in the course, Lynn could not figure out in the first 

chat any coping strategy to be included or manage the online chat. The teacher's feedback 

after the first synchronous discussion became an important turning point for her personal 

transformation in online chat participation. Her change was manifested in her self-

reflective essay as follows: 
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Even though I tried to respond to the statement that draw my attention or I 
had a strong reaction to it, I erased it right away because once I finished 
typing my statement, there were many new statements posted within 
seconds – so at that time, I thought it was not a good idea responding to a 
question or statement that was already found somewhere on the screen. 
However, after our first session, the professor encouraged us not being 
afraid of posting any statement even if it was late (I found her comment 
useful). So I was able to get involved more in other synchronous 
discussions afterwards. (Self-reflective Essay, 12/12/2008) 

As she mentioned, there was a large difference in the variety of roles she took on 

in participating between her first online chat and the other online chat sessions in which 

she was involved. Of Lynn's 24 postings excluding the initial salutations, 12 postings 

included agreement with the previous speaker (e.g., “I agree,” “I do, too,” “it's true,” 

“that's true – I agree,” “I do agree with you,” “I am surprised, too,” “and I cannot agree 

with you anymore”). Superficially, she frequently performed the role of agreer possibly 

in order to be acknowledged by her fellow interactants.  

The best example taken from her first online chat demonstrates her role as agreer: 

Sequence 6.9 

 #14 04:07:43 PM 

Lynn: 

hello 

#41 04:11:18 PM 

Dorothy: 
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I am so happy to see you all here. So yes, let's talk about Sidiridis. So what did 
you think of the EMOTIONS he saw as related to the different goal orientations? 
A little predictable but so nice that he thought of that, I thought. 

#48 04:12:19 PM 

Nick: 

it would be hard to talk about motivation without addressing emotion, i think. 

#51 04:13:03 PM 

Lynn: 

I agree with Nick. 

#74 04:18:02 PM 

Nick: 

In a foreign language, I might be high performance-approach for writing and high 
performance avoid for speaking 

#78 04:19:08 PM 

Lynn: 

I agree, especially for adult learners, they are high performance-approach for 
writing and reading than speaking and listening. 

 

In the above sequence, Lynn's role of agreer to the previous speaker, Nick, was 

manifested two times. In turn 51, she picked up Nick's response to Dorothy's topic 

initiation simply by saying, “I agree with Nick.” Once again, in turn 78, she took the role 

of agreer (“I agree”) and then used the opportunity to draw an inference from Nick's 

posting about adult learners' tendency to adopt a performance-approach orientation in 

their learning. In so doing, Lynn's role was clearly that of agreer in the first online chat. 

In this role, she could participated peripherally in the first session without affecting the 

main flow of topic distribution.  
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In the second online chat held on September 30, however, she showed some 

variation in her role within the participation framework, suggesting that she was being 

enculturated into a new academic cultural production, that of online chat. Lynn not only 

performed the role of agreer but also played the role of questioner, informant, and 

challenger. It seemed that she aligned with, questioned, expanded, and challenged the 

knowledge posted by others depending on the evolving participation structure.  

The following sequence taken from the second online chat demonstrates her 

changing roles.  

 

Sequence 6.10 

10 04:12:12  

Lynn: 

Hello 

24 04:14:55  

Alicia: 

Did anyone else have negative feelings regarding the handwriting article? 

34 04:16:17  

Dana: 

I loved the handwriting article! It reminds me why people get so aggravated by 
websites that are non-intuitive. They don't have any bandwidth left to learn 
anything anymore. 

36 04:16:39  

Lynn:  

I do, too. I like the handwriting article. 
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38 04:17:00 

Dorothy: 

Ah. I love this connection between the topic for today and what we're doing right 
now. SO SO much overload when we're in here. Hard to imagine that a person 
could fall asleep. But then, you can see how it would happen if you decided that 
you had to give up and not try to participate. 

42 04:18:00 

Yang: 

Dorothy 

I read Chinese too. During the activity, I found myself to read the Chinese 
character faster in mind than reading it out loud. It seemed less distraction. I think 
it's kind of interesting. 

50 04:19:07 

Lynn: 

So, Yang. When you read the poster, did you find it hard to ignore the Chinese 
characters? 

55 04:20:11 

Lynn: 

Yang - it was so hard for me not to pay attention to the meaning of the words. 
even though I kept telling myself to ONLY focus on the colors. 

62 04:21:06 

Yang: 

Lynn, 

I did, esp., the very first characters, but we get better very quickly, do you think 
so? It's like once you know the rule, you go with the flow. 

72 04:22:50  

Lynn: 
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Yang - probably you're right. But, I wonder the speed for me to either read 
English or Chinese words would be different? What do you think? 

88 04:25:34 

Yang: 

Lynn, 

I think it also depends on how long you have been exposing in English. I learned 
my ABC since 13. And you? 

110 04:31:15 

Lynn: 

Yang, 13 ... so that is a junior high school level. But, many parents in Asia tend to 
send their young kids to an after-school program to learn English. I think it's 
probably related to how often you use the language, right? So, how long have you 
been here? 

118 04:33:11 

Yang: 

Lynn, 

I didn't have any those after-school English classes, because our teacher forced us 
to attend her Chinese after- school class. 

In the above sequence, in turn 34, Dana developed a “primary dyad” (Larson, 

1995) by responding to Alicia's question. In turn 36, Lynn took the role of agreer to 

Dana's comment by saying, “I do, too.” She then shifted roles and moved to the role of 

questioner in a way to respond to Yang's posting about reading the color of Chinese 

characters, an activity that had been done in class immediately prior to the synchronous 

chat. In turn 72, displaying her agreement with Yang's comment (“you're right”), Lynn 

also played the role of questioner to seek Yang's response in comparing the speed of 

reading English and Chinese (“What do you think?”). In turn 110, as a way of responding 
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to Yang's turn 88, Lynn posed another question to seek information (“So how long have 

you been here?”), which was then followed by Yang's response (turn 118).  

Furthermore, Lynn moved to the role of challenger to show her disagreement with 

a peer's comment. The following sequence was taken from the same context as the above 

one in her second online chat.  

Sequence 6.11 

89 04:26:22  

Dorothy: 

Yang -- That IS interesting about your experience of doing the Stroop task in your 
head. Of course, we don't know if you were accurate right? ;-) But it may be that 
producing the word DOES take time. 

95 04:28:02 

Yang: 

Dorothy, 

Yes, you are absolutely right. I just think that most of the time when we read, we 
don't read out loud. It eliminates distraction. 

135 04:35:17  

Lauren: 

Yang, Reading out loud eliminates distraction? 

144 04:37:43 

Lynn: 

I don't think reading out loud will eliminate distraction - on the other hand, it will 
probably increase distraction. I've read an article about how fast you speak, how 
fast you read - I somehow doubt it. 
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Instead of overtly negating Yang's view, Lauren challenged Yang by posing a 

question (“Reading out loud eliminates distraction?”, turn 135), suggesting that she saw 

things differently. In turn 144, Lynn played the role of challenger by overtly disagreeing 

with Yang's perspective that reading out loud eliminates distraction (turn 95). In addition, 

Lynn presented counter evidence to support her disagreement (“I've read an article about 

how fast you speak, how fast you read”). A similar pattern was identified in her fourth 

online chat as shown below:  

 

Sequence 6.12 

12 04:06:20 PM 

Lynn: 

Hello 

26 04:07:49 PM 

Betty: 

So, #5 learning to be a social learner reminded me of what we had already been 
talking about with metacognitive knowledge. 

27 04:08:17 PM 

Betty: 

Did anyone else see #5 similarly to metacognitive knowledge? 

28 04:08:39 PM 

Mary: 

Betty - exactly! I liked how #5 brought in the metacognitive aspect of developing 
the self as a social learner. 

31 04:08:49 PM 
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Betty: 

Also, i suppose #6: learning social content could also be part of metacognitive 
knowledge as well. 

34 04:09:28 PM 

Lucy: 

To me #6 was more just learning to not be socially awkward. But I could be way 
off. 

38 04:10:04 PM 

Peng: 

I agree that #5 is like metacognitive knowledge. like learning how to interact with 
people 

41 04:10:30 PM 

Lynn: 

Honestly, I see #5 more related to social learning concerns while metacognition 
seems to reflect one's own learning, so i wonder if #5 has any similarity with 
metacognition. 

60 04:12:50 PM 

Dorothy: 

Lynn, (but then maybe Betty will beat me to it) the way I see #5 as social is that 
S&P are saying that we have to learn how to learn in groups. This is one kind of 
thing that makes learning social is that it often occurs in group situations, but 
young learners may need to develop how to learn by being in a group. Still, a sort 
of metacognition, because it is a type of self-regulation, a strategy. 

77 04:16:32 PM 

Lynn: 

Dorothy, now I see how metacognition is related to #5 from a perspective of self-
regulation. - that's interesting! 



 195 

In her fourth online chat, participants were expected to discuss the types of social 

learning meaning specified in the assigned article in terms of a socio-constructivist view 

of learning.  

In turn 26, Betty took the role of primary author by stating her opinion of the fifth 

kind of social learning as being an example of metacognitive knowledge. Consecutively, 

she attempted to engage other peers by posing a question (“Did anyone else see #5 

similarly to metacognitive knowledge?”, turn 27). In response to Betty's question, Mary 

affirmed Betty's opinion by displaying her strong agreement (“exactly!”, turn 28). In turn 

38, Peng also affirmed Betty's analysis about the connection of the fifth kind of social 

learning with metacognitive aspect. In contrast to Mary and Peng, Lynn, in turn 41, 

indirectly presented her disagreement (“Honestly, I see #5 more related to social learning 

concerns while metacognition seems to reflect one's own learning”), implying that she 

was challenging Betty's view. Lynn's attempt to enter the ingroup interaction, in the end, 

was attended to by Dorothy, the teacher, who corrected her (“Still, a sort of 

metacognition, because it is a type of self-regulation, a strategy”, turn 60). 

As Lynn continued to be proactive in dealing with the challenges of adjusting to 

the new classroom culture of online chat, she experienced some personal transformation 

in the roles she took on in the participation structure of the conversation as the semester 

was on. The notion of gaining access to fuller participation in the online chat is connected 

to as legitimate peripheral participation what Lave and Wenger (1991) referred to. 

Changes in the focal students' role toward more intensive participation constituted 

learning trajectories and forms of membership (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Grounded in 

Lave and Wenger's perspective, Lynn gained access to ingroup interaction and moved 

toward fuller participation through her personal transformation as she joined the ingroup.  
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Summary  

In this description of how three focal students each negotiated the online chat, I 

hoped to present how they took different paths in becoming part of a new cultural norm 

as represented by the activity of an academic online chat.  

Through my analysis, I aimed to show that Kelly, Roberta, and Lynn, in particular, 

produced roughly the same number of online written postings in the synchronous chats. 

However, qualitatively, their individual perspectives on the synchronous CMC activity 

and their roles of participation seemed noticeably different. This difference does not 

necessarily indicate that Kelly's negotiation in the online chat was superior to Roberta's or 

Lynn's. Shaped by their personal history and desires that Kelly, Roberta, and Lynn 

brought into online chat sessions, their roles were co-constructed in varied ways within 

the multilayered participation structure.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study, I looked at online written discussions as a social activity that 

contributed to the socialization of novice learners into a new academic discourse. The 

purpose of this study was to explore the academic discourse socialization experiences of 

first year non-native graduate students by examining their thoughts about, and social 

roles and relationships enacted in, classroom literacy events, primarily focusing on online 

writing activities. 

Throughout the analysis presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I focused on not simply 

how the students acquired a new set of academic skills and knowledge but also how they 

(re)constructed a sense of who they were in a new community. By using a combination of 

ethnographic and discourse analysis approaches, I attempted to gain a better 

understanding of the features of academic discourse socialization in a graduate course 

and explored how CMC writing activities contributed to non-native graduate students' 

sense of being in a new classroom community.  

This integrated approach brought out some of the important ways in which online 

writing activities can help students cross the bridge into a new academic discoursal 

world. In exploring this process, my study integrated several conceptual lenses, discussed 

in Chapter 2, that drew from literature dealing with the notion of communities of practice, 

the theory of language socialization, the nature of community and identity in CMC, and 

literacy development in CMC. 

 The lenses provided by these bodies of literature allowed me to interpret my 

findings the way I did, in particular to link online writing activities with the phenomenon 

of academic discourse socialization. Overall, the findings of the study revealed the 
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multiple dimensions characterizing the process of academic discourse socialization when 

a student is learning in an educational environment that uses a language other than the 

student's native language.  

In this chapter, I continue my discussion of interrelated themes that emerged in 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6. These themes are concerned with the participants' positioning and 

identity constructions and their investment in opportunities for academic discourse 

socialization. Following the discussion, I present the limitations of the study and suggest 

implications for research and instructional practice.  

DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

At the outset of this study, I presented three research questions as guiding the 

study: 1) What is the nature of first year L2 students' discourse socialization as they 

engaged in online writing activities, one of the most common instructional routines in 

EP800L?; 2) What are the thoughts, perspectives, and feelings of first year L2 students 

about their participation/socialization in online writing activities?; 3) How do first year 

L2 students perceive their non-participation in class discussions? What causes their 

classroom silence? To answer these questions, I explored the ways this study informed 

the larger body of research on L2 academic discourse socialization as shown below.  

Before moving into the in-depth discussion portion, rearticulating the notion of 

academic discourse socialization at the core of the study is necessary. Drawing from 

communities of practice perspectives and language socialization theories, I saw academic 

discourse socialization as the process through which novice learners move towards being 

able to participate centrally and yet legitimately in their target academic communities. 

Wenger (1998) referred to participation as “a process of taking part and also to the 

relations with others that reflect this process. It suggests both action and connection” (p. 
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55). Wenger's participation incorporates notions of identity and community membership 

that are still viable even when the member may not appear actively engaged (Chapter 5). 

With this understanding in mind, I sought to reveal the complexity that characterizes L2 

learners' academic literacy practices in the classroom community. 

Nature of Academic Discourse Socialization Enacted in Asynchronous CMC 

By examining students' engagement in context-specific academic literacy 

practices, or online writing activities, I attempted to demonstrate that students' learning of 

academic discourses occurred through social interactions located in a specific temporal 

and social context and space. In addition, I was concerned with how the online literacy 

practices in which students participated acted as language-mediated tools that shaped 

their socialization into an unfamiliar academic discourse.  

My data suggested that students actively constructed their learning contexts, more 

specifically, the class Blackboard bulletin, by making personal investments in their new 

academic literacy experience. The findings of my study showed that discourse 

socialization is a complex, dynamic process of co-construction and negotiation, 

supporting other researchers' recently reported qualitative studies (e.g., Casanave, 1995; 

Duff, 2001, 2002; Morita, 2000, 2004; Prior, 1998; Spack, 1997). By participating in 

CMC writing activities as ways of a new academic class practice, the students were not 

simply mastering the body of content knowledge but also negotiating a sense of 

belonging in a new academic classroom community.  

Academic Discourse Socialization and Situated Social Identity  

The findings suggest that the participants experienced different types of 

positioning as a result of their interactions with individuals in their small group, and 

resources (e.g., reading materials and hand outs) in the dominant academic context. 
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Positioning is closely connected with the concept of identity. These positionings framed 

diverse identity formation that were adopted by participants in online discussions, and 

yet, they were sometimes imposed on the participants. As Norton (2000) suggested, 

identity can be viewed as “how a person understands his or her relationship to the world” 

and “how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and how the person 

understands possibilities for the future” (p. 5). Students' involvement in course readings 

and their responses to the course readings by posting their reactions on the class 

Blackboard bulletin reflected that they had developed and negotiated learner identities. 

Within each context, a student was defined or defined others through his or her 

positioning. As Lave (1996) characterized it, learning inherently involves constructing 

“identities in practice” (p. 157). In the same vein, Wenger (1998) proposed that learning 

arises from the identity work occurring through participation in communities of practice 

that are developed “over time by the sustained pursuit of a shared enterprise” (p. 45).  

Opportunities for learning in online written discussions emerged from connected 

social relationships with others. Because the purpose of interacting in asynchronous 

Blackboard discussions lay in the creation and inculcation of knowledge of students into 

valued ways of knowing, thinking, and being, students' epistemic stance appeared to be 

particularly salient. When students were making knowledge claims regarding a certain 

ongoing topic, different emerging epistemic stances were evident reflecting Ochs' (1996) 

description of how the positions that actors take are indexed through knowledge claims.  

At times, an affective stance was made explicit, such as when participants stated 

their agreement or disagreement with each other, including the authors of assigned 

readings that were the topic of discussion.  

Drawing on studies of social interaction that viewed identity as intrinsically a 
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social, dialogic, negotiable entity, I suggested that novice/expert identities are social 

categories that are made procedurally relevant to the ongoing interaction and that 

consequently invoke an asymmetrical alignment of the participants. The participants were 

positioned by their group members as non-legitimate or legitimate members, sometimes 

contesting the nature of socialization processes into a new academic culture. Whereas the 

participants sometimes resisted those imposed positionings, at other times they tacitly 

accepted those positionings.  

An interesting finding that emerged form the analysis was that participants often 

invoked novice/expert identities by undertaking requestor–requestee identities in the 

midst of seeking a particular bit of knowledge and new information, further sustained by 

evaluating self or other’s responsive performance within the situated activity. Sumi's 

interaction with Dorothy (see Excerpt 4.6) can be one example that demonstrated this 

kind of pattern. Sumi's appreciation of the value of Dorothy's own volitional strategies 

resulted in a sustained asymmetry between the novice position and the expert position. 

Another major finding of this study was that invoked novice/expert identities 

often went through renegotiation, which instantly revoked an asymmetry that had arisen 

between the participants within their previously constructed identities. In Excerpt 4.2, 

Roberta displayed resistance to an action taken by Kevin that ascribed a novice identity to 

her. A similar instance was observed a few turns later between Jiyoung and a Chinese 

student.  

The findings thus indicate that the construction of novice/expert identities 

engenders a momentarily asymmetrical alignment of participants, suggesting that an 

asymmetry is not inherent in an interaction that involves students with a variety of 

backgrounds, but rather it is locally occasioned and prone to negotiation, thereby 

providing resources for moving the interaction ahead. This finding is congruent with 
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shifts in “socially-situated identity” (p. 86) that encompasses the changes associated with 

learning, as Gee (1996) referred to, especially when identity is connected with learning. 

Moreover, students' novice/expert identity development in asynchronous CMC 

activities revealed one of the fundamental facets of language socialization asserted by 

Ochs (1996): “socialization is, in part, a process of assigning situational, i.e., indexical, 

meanings” (p. 410). Through participation in asynchronous Blackboard discussion as a 

form of academic language practices, students experienced a situated learning about what 

is important to know and what kinds of attitudes or stances are appropriate to take toward 

domain-specific knowledge. They also learned how to express these stances or attitudes 

linguistically.  

As Ochs put it, students' epistemic stances were visible in their explicit claims 

they made to thinking, knowing, or believing something. Together with this stance, 

students often showed their affective stances referring to the way talk indexes certain 

positions a speaker takes in relation to others in the interaction. Thus, epistemic stance 

was a salient feature of online discussions because displaying one's knowledge or 

information in certain ways was a crucial means of gaining recognition by other 

participants. 

In particular, the exchange of the written threads manifested a moment-by-

moment shifting process of self and others' construction as relative expert or relative 

novice. Students' positions reflected expert/novice identities in that participants' 

discursive behavior was under certain constraints within their performed social roles. The 

finding is congruent with Morita's (2002; 2004) study showing that L1 and L2 students 

with or without teaching experience drew on their “unique perspectives and 

specialization,” (2000, p. 303) and invoked identities, depending on the nature of the 

topic under consideration. As Gee noted (1999), mastery of an academic language 
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involves mastery of the social languages of a Discourse and the ability to project 

identities linked with specific social practices of the Discourse. The positioning of selves 

and negotiation over a classroom practice, here online writing activity, was recognized as 

a process of negotiation over values and interests as well as access to knowledge resource 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

In addition, this literacy practice showed the situated nature of identity 

construction (Norton & Toohey, 2002) by which both oldtimers and newcomers 

including the focal students, were able to reflect on their previous learning and working 

experiences as they interacted with their group members.  

Overall, the findings showed that multiple identities were in constant flux, and the 

complex, negotiated, and locally situated nature of identity formation was consistent with 

those found in Morita's (2000, 2002, 2004) and Duff's (2002a) qualitative studies 

regarding oral literacy skills. It should be noted that it seems inappropriate and even risky 

simply to place students on predetermined and static positions based on their diverse 

backgrounds (e.g., L1/L2 students, experienced/non-experienced teacher or researcher) 

because, as presented in the CMC transcripts of this study, the students were able to take 

multiple positions along a continuum from relative novice to relative expert.  

Academic Discourse Socialization and the Evolution of Exploratory Talk 

Another theme that emerged related to academic discourse socialization was 

students' engagement in exploratory talk (Mercer & Littleton, 2007) through written 

conversation embedded in online discussions. Mercer and Littleton (2007) defined 

exploratory talk as “a joint, coordinated form of co-reasoning in language, with speakers 

sharing knowledge, challenging ideas, evaluating evidence and considering options in a 

reasoned and equitable way” (p. 62). Closely connected with exploratory talk is the 
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concept of a joint enterprise, that is a particular dimension of communities of practice 

that Wenger (1998) proposed. Wenger (1998) characterized a joint enterprise with the 

following three points (pp. 77-78): 

1. It is the result of a collective process of negotiation that reflects the full 
complexity of mutual engagement. 

2. It is defined by the participants in the very process of pursuing it. It is their 
negotiated response to their situation and thus belongs to them in a 
profound sense, in spite of all the forces and influences that are beyond 
their control. 

3. It is not just a stated goal, but creates among participants relations of 
mutual accountability that become an integral part of the practice.  

The analysis of CMC transcripts particularly of the Blackboard discussions 

showed that students resorted to critical inquiry and reasoning by speculating about the 

causes of certain learning problems or difficulties or by predicting their future students' 

attitudes to certain instructional tasks during small group discussions. While they 

engaged critically and yet constructively with each other's questions and thoughts, they 

challenged and counterchallenged each other's statements and suggestions, as Roberta, 

Becky, and Sumi's triadic interplay showed as a notable example. This aspect of critical 

thinking complies with accountable talk (Resnick, 1999; Michaels & O'Conner, 2002). 

According to Resnick (1999), accountable talk “seriously responds to and further 

develops what others in the group have said. It puts forth and demands knowledge that is 

accurate and relevant to the issue under discussion” (p. 5). The characteristics of 

accountable talk also have a connection with the third point of a joint enterprise as 

described earlier.  

Furthermore, as two of my participants, Jiyoung and Kelly demonstrated, an 

important facet of critical thinking skills includes challenging the credibility of a 
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particular source under consideration. Although Jiyoung and Kelly seemed to 

misinterpret the theoretical construct that the authors explained in the article, it is worth 

noting that both did not simply absorb the content knowledge without giving it careful 

thought: they were operating by collaboratively questioning the credibility of the article, 

an inherent qualification for being a competent researcher.  

The participants' critical reasoning process exactly reflected the notion of a joint 

enterprise that does not denote simple agreement. Rather, “the enterprise is joint not in 

that” every participant “believes the same thing or agrees everything, but in that it is 

communally negotiated” (Wenger, 1998, P. 78). Some disagreement posed by others 

(e.g., Sumi, Jiyoung) therefore can be regarded as a productive part of the enterprise.  

It seems inevitable that the virtue of asynchronous CMC, in large part, enhanced 

the development of “interthinking” (Mercer and Littleton, 2007, p. 133) among 

participants. The asynchronous CMC environment has been recognized as providing a 

more relaxed atmosphere wherein students are able to work at their own preferred pace, 

suggesting that students have more time to read postings created by others, reflect on 

those postings, and compose thoughtful responses (Cifuentes et al., 1997; Griffin & 

Lewis, 1998; Murphy et al., 1998; Poole & Laffey, 2000; Weedman, 1999).  

In addition, it has been reported that the meaning of a text-only message is 

separated from the writer's physical presence and verbal delivery style, thereby enabling 

participants to be more attentive to the content of a message than to the writer and offers 

a greater freedom for readers to express their own views in response (Bordia, 1997; Henri 

& Rigault, 1996; Mantovani, 1994; Mikulecky, 1998; Ruberg et al., 1996; Smith et al., 

2001). 

In her self-reflective essay, Roberta clearly noted these benefits of asynchronous 

Blackboard discussion that could have contributed to the evolving exploratory talk. She 
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stated that the Blackboard discussion increased her confidence in expressing her personal 

views because the nature of the task provided her enough time to be certain about what 

she was saying. As she reported, by having opportunities to revisit frequently a number of 

others' postings, Roberta was able to develop her ability to evaluate topics and content 

and to augment her self-confidence as she learned to scrutinize and question postings that 

others developed. The absence of time limitations was helpful to Roberta, as a second 

language learner, who found it difficult to articulate her thoughts in the whole class 

discussions. Lynn also found herself being more involved and her mental functioning 

could be more easily shared with her group members in the asynchronous discussion. For 

instance, by posing questions and responding others' questions or even reading statements 

posted by her group members, she was able to pay more attention to the points that were 

raised by others or learned more about the questions asked by her from different aspects.  

In addition, the Blackboard seemed to provide an intersubjective space for Lynn 

to have a sense of contact and community with the class, and with other participants who 

had similar or different background knowledge of a topic of discussion. As a result of a 

collective process of negotiation reflecting mutual engagement that is the first point of a 

joint enterprise (Wenger, 1998), she experienced what Ryder and Campell (1989) called 

“groupsense” or a feeling of shared endeavor. During Blackboard discussions, Lynn was 

not merely interacting, but interthinking.  

With regard to these intersubjective meaning-making, Kelly was not exceptional 

in referring to the affordances through which CMC can serve their collective discourse. 

She felt that she had gained a sense of how each individual's histories had informed other 

classmates' approach to the material offered in the class, and she had learned ways to 

think about learning that were informed by others' viewpoints. For Kelly, the Blackboard 

gave her a relatively comfortable way to bring up her perspective to contribute to the 
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ongoing exploratory talk; otherwise she might have hesitated to share her opinions in 

class. In addition, by engaging in collective discourse embedded in the CMC context, she 

was able to apprehend the perspectives of others, which is closely related to the concept 

of intersubjectivity. Furthermore, what she found the online discussions to be particularly 

useful for was in learning how to handle specific topics in a more conversational, 

exploratory format. For her, coverage was not necessary in these discussions, but by 

dealing with specific topics she felt that she became much more comfortable with the 

language of the discipline and with taking cognitive leaps in her interpretation of and 

application of the concepts.  

Evidently, the co-constructed interthinking process in which students engaged 

was part of establishing and maintaining “intersubjectivity,” with its emphasis on 

collectivity and dialogue. Engaging in collective reasoning required a shared 

communicative context. As Darhower (2002) stated, intersubjectivity is referred to “as 

the establishment of a shared perspective between an expert and a learner in a problem-

solving task” (citing Rommetveit, 1974, 1985, p. 253). It is then important to learn how 

novice learners reach intersubjectivity to become socialized in a new academic life world. 

In this regard, asynchronous CMC could be viewed as “an intersubjective space in 

which alternative solutions to problems are generated and allowed to develop and 

compete as ideas, without threatening either group solidarity or individual identity” 

(Mercer & Littleton, 2007, p. 57). All the participants were engaged in “the practice (the 

activity itself) of intersubjective meaning-making – that is, how people in groups make 

sense of situations and of each other” (Suthers, 2006, p. 3). Online discussions enacted 

students' socialization to academic practice of Educational Psychology class through their 

own intellectual stimulations and curiosities for discussing teaching and learning. In this 
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regard, technology affordances could serve intersubjective meaning-making on a wide 

scale.  

Academic Discourse Socialization as Making Intertextual Connections: Appropriating 
and Reconstructing  

Making intertextual connections was another discourse socialization process that 

focal students underwent during online discussions. The analysis of the CMC transcripts 

of Blackboard discussions showed that students made intertextual connections between 

their personal narratives and the key concepts and theoretical constructs that authors used 

in their articles. By linking authors' statements about theoretical concepts detailed in the 

weekly assigned readings with their real-life situations, participants engaged in 

metacommunication, which is a core means through which newcomers are socialized 

through and to professional language use (Schieffelin & Ochs,1986). In light of a 

community of practice framework (Lave & Wenger, 1991) delineated in Chapter 2, 

newcomers learn that the process of joining an expert group substantially turns on their 

communicative competence, that is, the ability to use and understand talk that is 

distinctive to their cultural group. The use of specialized lexicon in the field of learning, 

therefore, gave a kind of legitimacy to participants in asynchronous Blackboard 

discussions. A notable example was the use of “tune out,” a term that was appropriated 

by participants and was reaccentuated with their own expressions (e.g., phasing out, a 

learning strategy, an emotional stage, and an unconscious action) and evaluative tones. In 

this regard, students were able to relate the group topics under discussion to those 

academic concepts they had read in the assigned readings or heard discussed in previous 

lectures and to their learning or teaching situations. As Ochs (1994) described, the use of 

specific academic terms (like tune out) of a certain discourse community “socializes 

professional language use in culturally nuanced ways” (cited in Jacob-Nuey, 2003, p. 
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281). According to Foucault (1988), such specialized language allows practitioners to 

construct their expertise and corresponding power relations when they communicate with 

laypersons. In the same vein, two of the focal students, Roberta and Lynn, showed 

development of their expertise by adopting the specific term tune out that they had 

learned in their essays: “I think that asynchronous discussion contributed more to my 

learning process because in some oral discussions, I tuned out or did not have enough 

prior knowledge to grasp what was being said. ... I constantly think I will tune out while 

speaking in public ...” (Roberta, Self-reflective Essay, 12/9/2008). “Normally, I have 

never tuned out either in the oral or written participation unless I was a bit ill” (Lynn, 

Self-reflective Essay,12/12/2008). These examples showed the construction of their 

expertise and corresponding power when presenting themselves to the intended reader, in 

this case, the teacher.  

Another interesting finding was that, in the process, others' voices (e.g., the 

published authors', the teacher's, other students') often became the subject of computer-

mediated discourse, as recent theorists proposed that all speakers and writers borrow and 

adapt the language of others in constructing their own texts (Bloome, 1989; Kamberlis, 

1986; Lemke, 1988). For Roberta, in particular, the experience of intertextual 

connections provided an opportunity for improving her academic writing. From engaging 

in online participation, it was an opportunity to challenge herself to enhance her writing 

skills and learn from native speaker's way of expressing themselves. By reading other 

students' posts, she enhanced her vocabulary and borrowed words and phrases which she 

found useful for expressing herself in academic written English. Roberta's experience 

explicitly reflected the very nature of intertextuality representing the idea that no text is 

an exclusive product of a sole author.  
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What was also emergent in the analysis of CMC transcripts was the change of 

participants' perspectives toward the concepts of academic terms that they debated, as a 

result of the topic development through which the students negotiated the tension 

between others' interpretations and their own. This phenomenon resonated with Lave and 

Wenger's theory, “all communities of practice bring with them unarticulated but shared 

knowledge, that is, ways of acting and genetic expectations that prescribe or make 

convenient certain ways of writing, thinking, and speaking, and preclude others” (Lewis 

and Ketter, 2004, p. 120). Thus, a close examination of how the focal participants in 

asynchronous discussions were challenged and challenged others to rearticulate and 

reconstruct the meanings of academic terms that were part of conflicting discourses 

addressed what it means to learn in an academic classroom community. The focal 

students often found themselves at a certain boundary where they needed to negotiate 

intersecting and conflicting language practices. Wenger (1999) suggested that these 

boundary places are where new knowledge can be truly co-created and identities can be 

formed.  

With regard to intertextual connections that became evident in online Blackboard 

discussions, Kelly, one of the focal students, indicated that students' personal narratives 

brought into the written discussions enriched her understanding of the assigned readings. 

She found one of the most important effects of the online discussions to be the creation of 

a dynamic learning community in the class. Not only did she get to know her classmates 

by name from seeing them in print frequently, but she also learned much more about their 

individual histories, professional interests, and research projects than she would have in a 

typical class. Accordingly, online writing activities gave participants a chance to bring 

that type of information into the discussions and to draw upon it for a richer 

understanding of the reading.  
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 Online discussions thus projected the particular ways in which textual practices 

are sites for affiliation and struggle as well as sites for the discursive development of 

individual participants. Because academic discourses are shot through and through with 

the meanings of social formations, as individual participants questioned, interpreted, 

criticized various discourse codes (e.g., academic terms and theoretical constructs), 

participants challenged and transformed the meanings embedded in the codes they 

borrowed, adopted, and (re)constructed.  

Meaning of Non-participation in the Classroom  

In my analysis of the focal students' silence in the classroom, I tried to elicit their 

perspectives of what it means to be silent in class discussion. The findings of this study 

showed that there were diverse interpretations and multiple meanings and intentions that 

the focal participants reserved regarding their non-participation in class.  

Factors that affected class participation of focal students were diverse: cognitive, 

affective/psychological, sociocultural and linguistic factors, as Liu (2000) proposed in his 

study earlier in Chapter 5. Among these factors, affective/psychological factors and 

sociocultural factors contributed the most to their choice to keep silent. Approaching 

silence from an affective perspective, the salient factors seemed to be a combination of 

second language anxiety and identity -based anxiety. Most of the focal students reported 

on their sense of discomfort and anxiety as a reason for their classroom silence. It seems 

that, rather than the actual competence in language and content knowledge, their negative 

self-perception was one of the major causes of avoiding talk in the classroom.  

At a sociocultural level, different norms seemed to operate in terms of the 

context-specific distribution of talk and silence. One of the sociocultural factors that 

seemed to affect students' silence (particularly, Jiyoung, Lynn, and Roberta) was their 
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unfamiliarity with the way communication is managed or structured in the new academic 

classroom community. Students from different national backgrounds may feel it 

challenging to adjust themselves to the “free for all” (Thorp, 1991, p. 114) turn-taking 

conversational system common to college classrooms in many parts of the United States. 

In addition, the three students from Asian countries, Sumi, Jiyoung, and Lynn, adopted 

“culturally framed silence” as a powerful tool for their ongoing learning and internal 

cognitive processing in their class participation.  

The focal students who enrolled in EP800L class experienced numerous contact 

situations as they became socialized into the new academic environment. Each of them 

brought different levels of exposure to English and to the academic environment of an 

English speaking country. In discussing the silence of the students, thus the factors 

associated with contact situations and other variables (e.g., affective factors and personal 

histories) need to be fully considered. Their diverse reasons for their silence in the 

classroom were often context-specific, and it seemed that different causes or meanings 

applied over time. Placing an overemphasis on individual characteristics of students, 

therefore, without considering aspects of the educational context with which those 

characteristics interact, may over-simplify and distort the whole picture underlying their 

silence in the classroom. In other words, silence is an ambiguous yet fine-tuned 

phenomenon, and its context-dependent nature as well as socioculturally defined use 

make it difficult to interpret silence occurring in situations like this course that involved 

cross-cultural interaction. 

My findings indicated that silence did not always go with an entire passivity or a 

lack of desire for class participation. Covert messages behind the silence could indicate 

other dimensions: focal students could be engaged in diverse cognitive, affective, and 

social activities. As Wenger (1998, p. 166) stated:  
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Newcomers may be on an inbound trajectory that is construed by everyone to 
include full participation in its future. Non-participation is then an opportunity for 
learning. Even for people whose trajectory remains peripheral, non-participation 
is an enabling aspect of their participation because full participation is not a goal 
to start with. 

For example, Kelly intentionally used silence as a strategy to figure out the overall 

process of learning, thinking, and communicating for educational psychology doctoral 

students. 

Another important aspect that I found was that the focal students were negotiating 

their social relationships and identities in class participation even if they seemingly 

remained silent. In other words, “non-participation is, in a reverse kind of fashion, as 

much a source of identity as participation” (p. 164), as Wenger (1999) posited.  

The close examination of individual focal students' perspectives showed that 

negotiating their sense of being, or learner identities, appeared as a challenge, and this 

invisible negotiation shaped and was shaped by individual participation in the classroom. 

For newcomers, in this case, the focal students, experiences of non-participation seemed 

to be an inevitable part of classroom culture. Yet, they may take on a different degree of 

importance when participation and non-participation interact and define each other. For 

Roberta not to understand “what was being said” between more advanced students 

became significant because this experience of non-participation (e.g., “tuned out”) was 

aligned with a trajectory of participation. As Wenger (1998) emphasized, “the interaction 

of participation and non-participation” rendered Roberta's experience in the classroom 

consequential. The identities of non-participation that the focal participants developed 

with respect to in-class discussions seemed to be an integral part of their identities of 

participation in the whole classroom practice.  

These findings thus suggest that academic discourse socialization involves both 

participation and non-participation and that learner identities are framed by and frame the 
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complex mixture of participation and non-participation at the core of learners' academic 

practice.  

Negotiating Online Chat 

In Chapter 6, I shifted my focus to the processes by which three of the focal 

students, Kelly, Roberta, and Lynn, exercised their agency in online chat participation 

and attempted to shape and construct the conditions of their own learning. In classrooms 

characterized by a variety of student populations, role negotiation can often create 

tensions and uncertainties (Morita, 2002). I described how these focal students interacted 

with their new academic context, more specifically, online chat, as active human agents 

with unique personal histories, values, and expectations. Although the three focal 

students produced seemingly equal numbers of turns in synchronous chat as seen in the 

Table 6.2, qualitatively, there were significant variations in the types of participant roles 

they performed while engaging in the online chat activity. Also it was found that the 

students' perceptions of the same learning environment, in this case, online chat, were 

different. The focal students' agency was enacted in various ways as a result of 

interacting with the sociocultural, temporal, and institutional world surrounding them, in 

this case, other online chat participants.  

As mentioned in Chapter 2, Lave and Wenger (1991) portrayed learning as a 

situated process in which newcomers move toward fuller participation in the activities of 

a community of practice. In light of a Community of Practice framework, my findings 

showed that non-native graduate students became increasingly competent in academic 

ways of “doing” as they participated peripherally and legitimately in the synchronous 

chat activity of a given academic community. With regard to the notion of peripherality, 

Wenger described as follows: 
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Peripherality provides an approximation of full participation that gives exposure 
to actual practice. It can be achieved in various ways, including lessened intensity, 
lessened risk, special assistance, lessened cost of error, close supervision, or 
lessened production pressures ... Observation can be useful, but only as a preclude 
to actual engagement ... No matter how the peripherality of initial participation is 
achieved, it must engage newcomers and provide a sense of how the community 
operates. (p. 100).  

In this regard, peripherality suggests “an opening, a way of gaining access to sources for 

understanding through growing involvement” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 37), which is 

not the same as marginality. Peripherality also implies that there are multiple ways of 

belonging in a community of practice, not just at the core or the margin, and that 

individuals' positions and perspectives within a community of practice can change over 

time.  

For example, at the initial period of online chat, Lynn was relegated to a 

peripheral status. When she first engaged in online chat, she thought that the activity was 

kind of “weird” for her. However, her peripheral role undertook a change to a more 

legitimate role over the semester, as Lynn noted her role change at her self-reflective 

essay presented in Chapter 6. Of Lynn's three postings in her first online chat, she entirely 

relied on the role of agreer, if the first turn for salutation is excluded. In the second online 

chat, Lynn began to show her legitimacy to be treated as a potential member of the many 

topic groups developed in the online chat.  

By looking at the chronological development of the online chat activity, I found 

that, as Lynn participated in the academic practice of online chat over the semester, she 

undertook a wider range of participant roles, aligning with, questioning, ratifying, and 

even challenging the voices of other students, thereby giving rising to the development 

and maintenance of subgroups for distributing content knowledge. In short, Lynn began 

to participate legitimately by moving from the metaphorical periphery towards fuller 

participation. As Wenger (1998) put it, newcomers' legitimacy is important “because 
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newcomers are likely to come short of what the community regards as competent 

engagement. Only with enough legitimacy can all their inevitable stumblings and 

violations become opportunities for learning rather than dismissal, neglect, or exclusion” 

(p. 101). 

At the same time, it is important to note that participants were able to employ 

positive participant roles when they could decrease the distance between themselves and 

target classroom community norms as Lynn did when she followed the teacher's guidance 

to correct her approach to the online chat under question. The teacher, Dorothy, played a 

key role in pushing Lynn to take on a more positive or empowered role than one initially 

assumed by her. As I have quoted in Chapter 6, her personal transformation in 

participation framework was greatly attributable to Dorothy's positive encouragement for 

expressing any idea even if other peers had already posted similar ideas. Lynn 

emphasized the importance of expert's role for students to get motivated in their active 

role play in her first interview. This suggests, on the one hand, the powerful role that 

experts or, in this case, the teacher, can play in learners' socializing activity, and on the 

other hand, about the relative limitations of learner agency.  

As also described in Chapter 2, the notion of agency in the realm of language 

socialization theory is essential for understanding how students negotiate new practices 

and patterns of participation in their new academic communities. The notion of agency I 

adopt in this study is well elaborated in Duranti's (2004) definition:  

Agency is here understood as the property of those entities that have some degree 
of control over their own behavior, whose actions in the world affect other entities 
(and sometimes their own), and whose actions are the object of evaluation (e.g., in 
terms of their responsibility for a given outcome) (p. 453). 

Depending on whether or not an agent's actions are performed willfully or not, there 

seems variability in the degree of agency. Kelly's active role as a pivot in online chat can 
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provide a nice example for this. The role of pivot taken by Kelly, in particular, was used 

as a starting point for a new interpretation of the ongoing issues by heretofore silent 

participants as additional participant framework emerged in the online chat. Students 

drew on the information offered by the pivot as a resource for their posting. Each role in 

participation was related to and built on other roles in a way that developed an online 

community culture in which each student's voice was interconnected with others as a 

multi-voiced social context was created (Bakhtin, 1981; Wertsch, 1991). 

To some extent, Kelly's unique personal background seemed to contribute to her 

active pivot role, as Lantolf and Pavlenko (2001) proposed that agency is connected with 

“significance” or what matters to people: individuals' unique motives that are rooted in 

their personal histories ultimately shape their engagement in a given activity. In her 

background survey at the beginning of semester, Kelly portrayed herself as “a very fast 

typer,” which might have allowed her to have time enough to read through postings 

created by other participants so that she could add other information to an ongoing topic. 

In contrast to her, other focal students such as Jiyoung, Sumi, Roberta, and Lynn were 

experiencing difficulties because of their slow typing speed as well as reading speed. 

Kelly also reported that she has been a creative writer most of her life. This meant that 

not only did she feel very comfortable expressing herself in writing, but she also was 

accustomed to writing down the first thoughts that came to mind without editing herself, 

since that was a practice she had developed over the years. She did not experience 

cognitive overload simply from the initial task of communicating through online 

dialogue, and was able to devote her attention to the more complex tasks of expressing 

her perspective and processing the information processed. In this regard, I would suggest 

that Kelly's relatively competent engagement in online chat activity was shaped by her 

unique histories, ones that the classroom community valued. In addition, as for Roberta, 
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her cultural background based in the collectivist culture of Mexico, in part, contributed to 

the role of questioner that she frequently performed, in order to be more open to others' 

thinking. 

Furthermore, the online discussions changed the way focal students 

conceptualized learning. Originally, students believed that the teacher and assigned 

reading texts were the primary sources of knowledge, but throughout the practice of 

online chat, they perceived that their peers were also great resources of knowledge 

because they had a variety of ideas to contribute. Some students found that the variety of 

formats through which they interacted with their classmates pushed them to understand 

the material from different perspectives so that they could gain a better understanding of 

the applications of the course concepts to their own real-life learning and teaching 

situations. 

The analysis of online chat transcripts thus indicated that the focal students 

showed differences and changes in their participant roles as a result of their interactions 

with individuals in their small group and access to knowledge resources in the dominant 

academic discourse. From the role of silent overhearer, the roles of respondent and pivot 

developed.  

Access to multiple roles in simultaneous participation framework, then, provided 

the focal students access to the social construction of academic literacy knowledge. 

Those students who were silent in the classroom had access to literacy knowledge and the 

circulation of knowledge through the more open and flexible participation structures that 

were co-constructed in online chat. The participation framework formed a space within 

which the course content knowledge that was placed on the discussion floor could be 

picked up by participants as they developed their written threads. In addition, this more 

dialogic online space provided the potential for cognition to be distributed.  
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 As already mentioned, it is essential for graduate learners to develop the 

competence to engage in academic discussion in order to co-construct the discourse of 

their interactions, to take on actively a varied range of participant roles, so they can 

become successful participants and authors of the classroom ecology, as opposed to being 

merely peripheral respondents who follow the course instructor’s direction.  

Rethinking Identity, Agency, and Academic Discourse Socialization 

Based on my analysis of the intersections among novice learners of a discipline 

working in a second language, their literacy activities, and their interaction with other 

members of the classroom community examined in the Chapters 4, 5, and 6, my intention 

was to provide an integrated perspective on the participants' experiences of academic 

discourse socialization. By examining their participation in context specific literacy 

activities and building on developments in social and cultural theories that have framed 

socialization in terms of the development of a learner identify, I attempted to demonstrate 

that their learning experiences occurred through social interactions. The emphasis lay in 

conceptualizing academic socialization as the development of a learner identity, rather 

than as gaining a set of skills and techniques, that is, an ongoing process of “becoming” 

(Wenger, 1998). Wortham (2003) argued how “social identification, power relations and 

interpersonal struggles routinely overlap with subject matter, argument, evidence and 

academic learning” (p. 283). In Chapter 2, I provided a working definition of discourse as 

representing “a pattern of thinking, speaking, behaving, and interacting that is socially, 

culturally, and historically constructed and sanctioned by a specific group or groups of 

people” (Miller, 2003, p. 9). Such a notion of discourse is closely linked to rethinking 

learner identity, challenging ideas of the self as homogeneous and self-contained.  
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By engaging in classroom practices, the focal students underwent a complex 

process of meaning making in which a dynamic flowed between participating in action 

and reifying this participation. Because issues of identity have been recursive on many 

occasions in the findings, here I would like to address this vital theme in more detail. In 

addition, identity is interconnected to non-participation as well as participation (Chapter 

5), and of exclusion as well as inclusion (Wenger, 1998). In this study, I was intrigued by 

the students' embodiment of learning to enculturate into their target discourse community 

as the taking on of a new identity. By this I mean that the students seemed to exude a new 

sense of self as they reconceived themselves as legitimately competent members in the 

classroom community. Although identity has been defined in may different ways in the 

literature, identity in this study has been understood as “negotiated experience” (Wenger, 

1998) in a given community. As Wenger (1998) stated,  

Identity in practice is defined socially not merely because it is reified in a social 
discourse of the self and of social categories, but also because it is produced as a 
lived experience of participation in specific communities. (p. 151) 

This concept of a socially situated identity has been of great use in this study because it 

revealed the changing positions these L2 students played in the classroom literacy 

activities. As discussed in Chapter 4, my analyses were focused on the negotiation of 

socially situated identity in moment-to-moment interactions. L2 students were not seen as 

simply trying on and assuming ready-made roles and identities. In fact, they challenged 

and contested the imposed identities and stereotypes they encountered. I have also shown 

how such negotiations hinged on language use. One aspect of the process of academic 

discourse socialization is projecting and recognizing socially situated identities or social 

roles. In this regard, I suggest that academic literacy activities of a classroom community 

in a specific discipline are defined, in part, by certain role relationships or social identities 
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among participants. In addition, learning academic English for graduate school 

necessitates learning indexical meanings and how to use language in ways that project 

appropriate identities within the academic discourse.  

Such situated identities could also interact with the students' past roles they had 

played in previous institutional contexts (e.g., ESL teacher, interpreter, student) and their 

future identities (e.g., educator, language teacher, school psychologist). Again, this 

implies that a dynamic notion of identity is called for to understand the complex and 

transformative nature of academic discourse socialization. 

Closely connected to identity are the concepts of agency and subject position. As I 

have described, L2 students interacted with their new literacy practices as active human 

agents with unique individual backgrounds, expectations, and desires. In this study, 

agency is represented as “a relationship that is constantly co-constructed and renegotiated 

with those around the individual with the society at large” (Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001, p. 

148). The focal students' agency was enacted in different ways in attempts to position 

themselves in order to meet their goals in a new community (Chapter 6). When 

participants were successful in enacting their agency, they chose to make recognizable 

those roles bringing them the return on their investments (Norton, 2000). Canagarajah 

(1999) also adopted the concept of agency from a subtly different angle. From his view, 

L2 learners, as accorded agency, actively resist being positioned marginally in 

mainstream discourses. Given that academic discourse socialization is a complex 

negotiation of power and authority, these L2 students as “the active purposeful agents” 

reinterpreted the new learning context and made personal transformations to be 

competent in a given community (Donato, 2000, p. 47).  

To try to understand identity under the notion of discourses, Ivanic (1998), in her 

book on writing and identity, described that students “participate in the construction of 
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their discoursal identities through selection (mainly subconscious) among the subject 

positions they feel socially mandated, willing, or daring enough to occupy” (p. 32). There 

is a connection between identity and subject position in that both terms concern 

individual access to power and privilege. Importantly, Ivanic’s (1998) use of subject 

position foregrounds the ways that learners play into their standing in target discourse 

communities. In other words, subject position suggest strongly that students have an 

important role in shaping both the way they are perceived by others as well as how they 

perceive themselves in their target discourse communities. To try to understand L2 

learners’ subject positions, Casanave (2002) examined the ways her participants appeared 

to change as a result of the literacy experiences they had. Casanave (2002) found that 

identities “are always in the process of reconstructing themselves, always in the process 

of transition particularly in settings where people are learning to participate in practices 

that are not yet routine to them” (p. 264). Supporting Casanave’s (2002) representation of 

identities as negotiable and fluid, the L2 students in this study employed a broad range of 

subject positions. Their subject positioning seemed not only to stem from their abilities 

but also from their self-perceptions, as exemplified when one of the focal participants 

aligned herself with an outsider group in oral discussions. She perceived her status as a 

second language learner as an obstacle to obtaining a positive position in the classroom 

community. Significantly, developing positive positions over time was attributable to 

learners' investment both to understand the discursive expectations of their classroom 

communities and to build relationships with classroom community insiders.  

At an institutional level, the curriculum should provide novice L2 students 

opportunities to be involved in literacy practices that can reflect those of the academic 

discourses they are entering. By teaching such meta-awareness of discourse, educators 

and practitioners can stress ways that language use relates to identity development. It is 
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important to experience the analysis of disciplinary practices that involve identifying 

what kinds of identities are emergent in a given practice and what kinds of positionalities 

learners can take to signal these identities.  

Concluding Thoughts on Literacy Activities and Academic Discourse Socialization 

The present study treated the literacy activities students engaged in as the focus of 

analysis based on theories of language socialization that view activity as playing a pivotal 

role in socializing novice learners, in mediating linguistic and sociocultural knowledge 

(Ochs, 1988; Sheiffelin & Ochs, 1986). Grounded in these theories, academic literacy 

activities in this study provided “the raw materials of analysis and served as windows on 

underlying principles of social organization and cultural orientation” (Garrett & Lopez, 

2002, p. 345). Such an emphasis on activities allowed me to attend to “the larger 

sociocultural framework in which these activities are embedded and from which they 

derive their significance for participants” (Garrett & Lopez, 2002, p. 345). The findings 

of this study thus revealed the complexity and multiplicity that characterize the process of 

academic discourse socialization. A primary issue for the first year non-native students in 

their new classroom community was negotiating competence, identities, and power 

relations as well as issues of linguistic and cultural adjustments. Individual 

transformation in roles and competence could be closely tracked with attention to subtle 

variations in degrees and forms of engagement (de Leon, 1998).  

In order to understand literacy activities in academic contexts, Prior (1998) 

suggested that we must consider the “complex microhistories of situated action, 

perception, and evaluation” and “the strategic interpretive work that renders such 

histories typical, unexceptional, and practically invisible to participants” (p. 63). This 

study also affirmed a view that an academic community is represented as dynamic and 
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evolving practices including competing discourses, interests, and desires. Interestingly, 

the students in the study saw differently what it meant to each of them to participate in 

the classroom community, depending on their personal and cultural views. Whereas some 

students considered individual cognitive engagement to be enough for legitimate 

participation in oral discussions, other students regarded their verbal expressions as 

important for becoming a competent member of the classroom community. Some saw 

online writing activities as a way of creating dynamic learning community by sharing 

diverse ideas and building new knowledge, whereas others regarded them as a way of 

presenting an individual's knowledge in ways neither cohesive nor interactive.  

At this juncture, the broader issue is that L2 students beginning their studies have 

the opportunity to enrich the discourse communities because they enter academic 

institutions with different resources and unique perspectives that differ from those of the 

local English-speaking students. On the one hand, the linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

of L2 students, in part, contribute to their own access to their new discourse communities; 

on the other hand, they can also provide points of access through which discourse 

communities can enrich themselves. This does not mean that L2 students do not have to 

obtain the codes and conventions that their academic communities have hold 

fundamental. Yet, as was evident from my findings, L2 students' literacy histories can 

contribute to the transformation of discourse communities only when academic 

institutions create space for these students to make their contributions to target academic 

discourse communities. I suggest a wider range of understanding of academic literacy 

that can include space for linguistically and culturally diverse student populations to 

integrate their own literacy backgrounds into their new academic discourse communities. 

Thus, to understand academic discourse socialization, it is necessary to view 

students' participation in academic practices within the broader range of their previous 
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cultural, linguistic, and educational experiences. Given that academic literacy activities 

are at the core of students' discourse socialization, the crucial point to attend to is that L2 

graduate students as individual agents should make their investment to cut across the 

traditional boundaries between literacy activities that were acceptable in their home 

countries and those to be expected in new academic discourse communities in the U.S. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The present study had certain methodological limitations that need to be kept in 

mind when considering the findings and conclusions. Although a strong benefit of case 

studies lies in the richness and depth of information gathered, providing access to a level 

of detail that cannot be acquired in large-scale quantitative studies, yet it is important to 

note that there exist several disadvantages associated with the nature of qualitative 

research.  

Because of an extensive amount of data collected from CMC transcripts, the 

interviews, the questionnaires, and classroom observation during data analysis, I found it 

challenging to reduce what I saw in the data into themes to be conveyed to others. Such 

an analysis led me to highlight some data and devalue other data. My goal in the study 

was to capture the “multiple realities” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 296) of the 

phenomenon (in this case, graduate students' discourse socialization) under study. There 

were, nevertheless, some realities that I intentionally overlooked and other ones that I 

might have missed accidentally because those realities were not my main focus. 

Additionally, there may have been misrepresentation of some of the realities I reported in 

the study, despite my effort to maintain trustworthiness by employing triangulation of the 

findings based on various data sources.  
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Another limitation that should be mentioned is the difficulty transferring from the 

findings of the study to other contexts. The unique experiences of the five focal students 

needed to be foregrounded, and any comparisons or contrasts made across participants 

should be intended to be tentative and subject to confirmation. However, I made every 

effort to ensure “analytic generalizations” (Duff, 2006) in that the parameters that I 

examined in the study might be of importance for future academic discourse explorations 

drawing on language socialization theory and the notion of communities of practice. The 

goal of the graduate course that I observed, as the teacher stated in the interviews, was for 

novice learners to develop an in-depth understanding of “the current state-of-art in 

learning,” thereby for them to experience “text as an in-the-head phenomenon” as a result 

of the socially negotiated transaction between people. As Kelly reported, “It is a good, 

intensive overview of learning theory and cognitive psychology. In my case, I don't have 

a strong background in cognitive psychology. So this class gave me the foundation I 

needed” (End-of-Semester Questionnaire, 12/16/08).  

In the CMC environment that was one of the main instructional routines in the 

class, students were expected to discuss actively relevant learning issues associated with 

themes, many of which were closely tied to specific published articles in weekly course 

readings. Students who entered the CMC environment with high expectations for their 

learning, assumed more active participation in online writing activities. The teacher also 

showed a great devotion in developing computer-mediated community. As Sumi 

commented, “Actually it was a little surprise to me that the teacher was participating in 

the discussion very actively. Personally, it was very nice to have her response as it 

motivated me to post more. Though I benefited a lot from her responses, at times, I got 

the impression that we, students, were looking at her as the other interlocutor, not 

ourselves as the ones whom we should be conversing with” (Self-reflective Essay).  



227 

 All these conditions of the class seemingly affected these first-year graduate 

students' discourse socialization and their perspectives in the classroom. In addition, the 

focal students cannot be regarded as representative of other non-native graduate students. 

The five focal participants were all female graduate students who were interested in 

participating fully in a study like this, with a female non-native graduate student 

researcher. Therefore, some of the experiences and perceptions of others, including men 

and native-speaker women, in the class might have varied. This unique aspect of the 

research settings and participants of the study, therefore, needs to be kept under 

consideration regarding the transfer of any interpretation from the study. 

If this study had been conducted for a year-long period, it would have allowed me 

to provide much more “thick description” of how first-year non-native students 

experienced academic discourse socialization in an academic class. However, the long-

term commitment expected from participants can be a challenge for data collection 

because most of graduate courses last for one semester only. Once the class is over, the 

researcher's access to participants may be drastically reduced. In addition, it is notable 

that in, the L2 literature, a number of longitudinal qualitative studies (Gebhard, 2002; 

Jackson, 2002; Kobayashi, 2003; Leki, 2001) adopting ethnographic approach finish up 

reporting on only a small part of the richer longitudinal data (Ortega & Iberri-Shea, 

2005). As Ortega and Iberri-Shea (2005) pointed out, these studies aimed to capture 

continuity and accomplish “deep understanding of roles, interrelationships, and 

intentionalities in ecologies of second language learning that are viewed as stable over 

time, rather than to document and understand change over time” (p. 37), supporting my 

study in taking an qualitative ethnographic approach. 

Another limitation of the study is that the focal participants may not always have 

been sincere about their opinions. Although I was dedicated to establishing close ties with 
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them, they could have employed a selective strategy for choosing what to tell me and 

what not to tell. Because my interviews were mostly about how they felt about class 

activities including online written discussions, they may have even become conscious of 

the research foci, and responded in ways congruent with my research expectations. Those 

untold stories I did not have access to could show different frames of the focal 

participants' experiences and perceptions.  

It is important, however, to note that so diverse were the focal students' 

experiences and realities reflected in the interviews, the reflective essays, and the end-of-

semester questionnaires, that it seems unlikely they were so reserved in expressing their 

genuine feelings and perspectives about the challenges they faced in socializing into a 

new academic discourse. 

Although I made great effort in representing an emic perspective by including 

their voices in multiple ways (e.g., interviews, end-of-semester questionnaires, self-

reflective essays), it was impossible to encompass all factors and aspects related to L2 

academic discourse socialization in classroom environment. In addition, I at times found 

it challenging to have enough distance from the phenomenon I observed in maintaining 

my objectivity. My subjectivity, in large part, moderated all the steps, from the design of 

interview questions to my selection and interpretation of the data and the conclusions 

drawn from it. The description I have provided in the study may be very different from 

one another researcher might give. In the process of peer debriefing, nevertheless, those 

who are knowledgeable in my study continuously reviewed and supported for me to 

maintain an objective view as a researcher.  
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IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

This section includes first some theoretical implications of the study by rethinking 

some of the issues surrounding academic discourse socialization, followed by 

implications for CMC research and classroom research. Some recommendations for 

pedagogy in higher education with L2 student populations are then addressed.  

Theoretical Implications 

Some theoretical implications can be drawn as a result of this study. The first 

issue relates to the application of the language socialization framework to non-native 

graduate students' academic literacy trajectories. Although other L2 researchers (e.g., 

Duff, 2003; Morita, 2000, 2004, Bronson, 2005, Spack, 1997, 2004) have illustrated the 

usefulness of this theory to examine mainly traditional literacy practices such as 

academic writing or oral presentations, my data suggested that socialization through 

online academic practices can be an important arena of research. In the age of the 

Internet, inquiry into multiliteracies is increasingly crucial. In light of computer 

technology as “a post-modern model of language” (Graddol, 1994), the model of 

language is concerned with texts “that are socially and jointly constructed by many 

people bound by relations of power and social roles in a certain place and at a certain 

time” (Lam & Kramsch, 2003, p. 145). Here CMC in this model can be a place of 

“struggle to be connected, heard, noticed, understood, and to maximize the acquisition of 

symbolic profit” (Lam & Kramsch, 2003, p. 145, citing Bourdieu, 1991). 

This study thus constituted a new attempt to extend the language socialization 

framework to the domain of online academic literacy. To that end, the goal was to 

provide a rich description of the locally situated nature of intellectual activities, thereby 

suggesting an alternative approach to the notion of academic socialization, which is 

different from the traditional researcher's product-oriented, context-reduced, value-free 
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stance. This study demonstrated that analyzing the focal participants' experiences shed 

light on their investments, negotiation, resistance, and then resulting identity 

constructions, all of which are connected with language socialization theory.  

Second, this study suggests that academic discourse socialization is not a linear 

path but a dynamic process of co-construction and negotiation, which is aligned with the 

findings of other studies (e.g., Casanave, 1995; Duff, 2001, 2002; Morita, 2000, 2004; 

Prior, 1998). By participating in classroom practices, the students not merely mastered a 

new set of content knowledge and academic skills but also developed the sense of being 

in a new community. The notion of discursively constructed selves was useful in the 

context of my study, allowing me to view learners' identities as constructed through 

interaction, as the result of agreement and disagreement, similarity and difference, 

participation and non-participation. Academic practice led to “the negotiation of ways of 

being a person” (Wenger, 1998, p.149) in the classroom community. Although this 

negotiation could be relatively silent in the classroom as revealed in the study, learners 

were still dealing with it through the way they engaged in action with one another and 

related to one another (Wenger, 1998). 

Although some recent studies have successfully adopted the language 

socialization framework to explore academic discourse socialization, there still remains a 

question of how to evaluate the outcomes of L2 academic discourse socialization (Morita 

& Kobayashi, 2008). The big challenge is to decide “what counts as a relevant outcome 

or as evidence of socialization” (Morita & Kobayashi, 2008). It is said that appropriate 

end-products are varied to individual learners, and need to be evaluated depending on 

individual learner's own goals. In this regard, I found the focal students' perspectives 

about the course learning were, in large part, supporting these researchers' view. Sumi 

reported: “Probably because FLE students plan to become language teachers, I think 
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having a good understanding about students' psychological aspect is as much important 

as the knowledge in the subject they teach. Overall, by gaining a better understanding of 

ideas, I think I can apply them in my teaching” (End-of-Semester Questionnaire: 

12/16/2008). As I mentioned earlier, I did not intend to quantify the outcomes of the focal 

participants' academic discourse socialization regarding cognitive, affective, and 

linguistic gains. Instead I attempted to examine closely the resulting positionalities of 

participants and the emic accounts on their own sense of achievement and struggles in 

classroom practices.  

Implications for CMC Research 

To begin with, I suggest the notion of community of practice that was coined by 

Lave and Wenger (1991) was useful for the purposes of the study to allow me to examine 

the role of CMC environments and the support involved in the academic discourse 

socialization process of newcomers. Informed by Lave and Wenger's community of 

practice perspective, this study attempted to take a comprehensive view of L2 academic 

discourse socialization in CMC environments. In fact, not all students' socialization 

processes shared the constitutive features of community of practice. In this study, CMC 

was portrayed as a form of community of practice in which students can meet and 

develop shared understandings and social relationships with each other. For some 

students like Kelly, Lynn, and Roberta, the CMC environment was an important place for 

their ongoing learning and for listening to others' voices; for others like Sumi and 

Jiyoung, CMC was somewhat neural or even negative in their knowledge construction. In 

order to provide a “thick description” about CMC, my rationale for seeking an alternative 

construct comes from the realization that not all the participants' relationships seemed 

entirely attached to the community of practice model.  
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The community of practice framework has not been without its critics. Wenger's 

theory has recently been criticized because of its static view of community (e.g., 

Engestrom et al, 1999; Contu and Wilmott, 2003). It is said that his theory projects an 

unchanging image of the communities themselves. Gee (2004), in particular, has been a 

persistent and vocal critic of Wenger's community of practice notion. Gee proposed 

affinity spaces as complementary to the community of practice construct commonly used 

to explore social contexts. Gee indicated certain complications that arise in using the 

notion of community of practice to frame a space: First of all, a community means a 

certain level of belonging that all users of a space may not feel. Second, the notion of 

community implies a static membership and does not consider differing levels of 

engagement and participation shown by users of a space. Along the same line, Tusting 

(2005) pointed out that “much more attention is given to how the processes of negotiation 

of meaning maintain communities in existence than to how communities themselves 

change” (p. 44). 

Thus, future CMC studies may benefit by being framed by a spatial lens of 

affinity spaces to characterize the many ways that language and literacy are acquired in 

the CMC environment, as this lens attends to the content and social interaction in CMC 

environment, and the opportunities for agency and transformation afforded by the 

situated interaction between participants.  

In addition, this study concentrated on the online academic discourse with little 

attention paid to oral academic discourse in class or to the bridging between these two 

spheres. Future research could examine how learners' engagement in oral activities may 

influence their online academic discourse, and vice versa.  

Throughout this study, a recurring theme has been the amount of agency that 

learners showed in shaping the textual space of CMC. Students did not simply use text to 
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follow preexisting genres and to participate in concretized participation patterns (e.g., 

IRE pattern). They were critically employing language and other knowledge resources to 

enact socially situated identities, to design hybrid discourses, and to construct the 

interactional context of CMC. These hybrid discourses and online spaces all afforded the 

focal participants' opportunities to multiple processes of becoming. These alternative 

forms of text and social realities seemed somewhat conflictual to the formal pedagogical 

and composition relational constraints in higher education. Future CMC studies should 

consider how to link the print-based and conventional forms of writing required in 

graduate programs with multimodal and interactive texts that students are producing in 

online spaces, thereby accommodating more transcendent forms of language use that 

represent the real life stories of participants in classrooms. Given that discourse 

socialization is a complex, dynamic process of co-construction and negotiation, as 

revealed in the analysis of data, there is a growing need for research that challenges the 

“image of stark differentiation” (Bekerman & Silberman-Keller, 2004, p. 50) between 

formal and informal approaches to teaching and learning. As Bekerman and Silberman-

Keller proposed, research in the educational field can suggest new ways of enhancing 

practitioners and policy makers to think over the benefits of applying more informal 

approaches (e.g., online writing activities) to formal education settings.  

Implications for Classroom Research 

In my study, I tried to bring up learners' silent voices to the surface by closely 

investigating their perspectives and interpretations presented in self-reflective essays, 

interviews, and end-of-semester questionnaires (Chapter 5). By so doing, my study 

revealed learners' inner voices that told of multidimensional aspects of classroom 

practice. As I mentioned earlier, those who join a new classroom practice initially play on 
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the “boundaries” of the class, “a coherent identity is a mixture of being in and being out” 

(Wenger, 1998, p. 165). My inquiry then suggests that there is need for examining 

learners' perspectives that may be invisible but may be essential for gaining a better 

understanding of their classroom participation. It seems to me that a great deal of 

classroom research is conducted in contexts where classroom silence is considered 

irrelevant and therefore removed from the range of observation before its significance is 

determined. This lack of awareness of the reality of the classroom has driven a kind of 

restriction in classroom research that focuses on unidimensional classroom behavior, that 

is, what is said, and analyze it merely from an etic perspective.  

One line of future research is to document voices of individual learners that has 

not been fully explored in the L2 literature. Contextualized, ecologically valid 

perspectives (Duff, 2002a; Leather & van Dam, 2003; van Lier, 2000) on learners' inner 

voices can reveal context-specific academic literacy socialization. Although this study 

invited first-year female non-native graduate students, future studies should involve 

students from diverse backgrounds including male students as well as female students, 

non-native students as well as native local students, and senior students at an advanced 

stage in their program. Studies focusing on heterogeneous groups of students would offer 

deeper insights about academic discourse socialization, which is a lifelong process. In 

line with ethnographic traditions, my stance as a researcher was mainly on contextual 

research that should be anchored in an emic account, future researchers can make sure 

that the emic does not bias their interpretations and analyses by using etic tools flexibly 

as well. 

 A related suggestion is to involve professors and course instructors in classroom 

practices. Because learning and teaching processes are interrelated, the relationship 
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between students and their teacher can influence much of what is going on in academic 

discourse socialization. 

An overarching issue is how professors react and adjust to the increasingly 

diverse composition of their student body in higher education. In my study, I purposely 

left out the teacher's insights into the focal participants' experiences in class activities. It 

deserves attention to conduct in-depth inquiry into teachers' perspectives and beliefs 

about students' academic socialization.  

In addition to their perspectives, it is also important to explore how identities of 

oldtimers (e.g., course instructors, teachers) can be (re)constructed and transformed as 

they fully engage with interacting with newcomers (e.g., first year students, language 

exchange students, international students), in that academic discourse socialization has a 

bidirectional flow. This line of thinking turns to Miller's (2003, pp. 8-9) idea as follows: 

In other words, we are continuously in the process of fashioning and refashioning 
our identities by patching together fragments of the discourses to which we are 
exposed ... understanding how teachers fashion their identities is especially 
important, since much of the work that is done in the classrooms by teachers and 
their students involves the crafting of identities with and for one another.  

Such exploration on teacher identity especially related to academic discourse 

socialization will empower earlier studies of teacher identities (e.g., Alsup, 2006; 

Britzman, 1994; Phillips, 2002; Santoro, 1997), which is a recently burgeoning area 

within teacher education. 

Recommendations for Teachers at the Graduate Level 

This study has presented the various and complex facets involved in non-native 

graduate students' discourse socialization experiences. First, I want to emphasize the 

importance of attending to the different backgrounds and goals of individual learners. I 

also urge educational practitioners to be more aware of the specific local contexts of a 



 236 

given academic community. Critical awareness of individual differences in linguistic and 

sociocultural backgrounds is needed to encourage transnational instruction that many 

U.S. universities try to achieve. However, this critical awareness should be grounded in 

the fact that L2 learners should not be viewed as always aligned with marginalized 

members in the class or stereotypes of their L1 cultures, subject to prejudice. The focal 

participants became conscious that they needed to make personal transformations to 

adjust to a new set of cultural norms. At the same time, the students were selective in 

adjusting to a new class culture. As demonstrated in the study, Roberta's understanding of 

the new classroom discourse that she perceived as highly affirmative and convincing did 

not dramatically change her way of speaking in online chats. In this regard, students 

position themselves in the so-called “third space” (Bhabha, 1990), where they can enact 

other positionalities. 

Second, teachers are also advised to take into account students' assumptions and 

expectations as well as their backgrounds, in that their expectations may be discordant 

with those of the local institutional or classroom culture. Students may expect their roles 

and the teacher's role in the class to be culturally specific, and this can color their affect 

as well as their engagement towards the body of knowledge of the course. 

Third, teachers should keep in mind that L2 learners may need more time and 

contextual resources than L1 learners. Some of the focal participants pointed out in their 

end-of-semester questionnaires that their biggest problems in this class was to finish 

reading materials on time. In addition, Sumi reported: “ ... I am a slow reader, writer, and 

typist. ... I was busy reading the postings as they came up and before I was able to finish 

reading one, others followed, taking away my attention from the previous reading” (Self-

reflective Essay: 12/9/2008). As a second language learner, Roberta expressed her 

concern about her lack of knowledge about local issues: “I felt that being an international 
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student made a difference. In many occasions, I felt discussions pertained to very local 

matters, which is normal because I am in the U.S. But I think that even if we are in the 

U.S., it is important to clarify certain things such as acronyms that not everyone has to 

know beforehand” (Self-reflective Essay: 12/9/2008). It is thus important to provide 

sufficient time and additional resources to bridge linguistic or cultural gaps so that L2 

learners can follow the lectures and discussions. We are long overdue for a change in 

many teachers' false idea that they manage a class reality composed of a monolingual and 

homogeneous group of learners.  

A relational suggestion is to adopt a variety of instructional activities as a way to 

optimize students' academic discourse participation. CMC can be one option to design 

courses in which heterogeneous groups of learners can mutually benefit from one 

another. As demonstrated in the study, different students drew on the social languages 

(Bakhtin, 1986; Gee, 1996) from their daily lives to construct a “shared repertoire”, that 

is, “routines, words, ways of doing things, stories, genres, and actions” (Wenger, 1998, p. 

83). It is no longer a good fit for the increasingly intercultural and interdisciplinary nature 

of academic communities to draw on the idea that L2 learners are a group with language 

deficiencies and marginalized culture. Instead, as demonstrated in the study, L2 students 

can represent constituents of knowledge resources who are accountable to form and 

maintain the community.  

It is of great importance for teachers to remember these suggestions in order to 

make a contribution to the academic cultural experiences of their students. 

CLOSING REMARKS 

In relation to recent theorizations of academic discourse socialization as a process 

of identity formation, the present study was an attempt to offer a way of thinking about 
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learner formation as a dynamic process of identity negotiation alongside the evolution of 

a community of practice in CMC environments. This study also yielded nuanced 

understandings of how the affordances of computer-mediated communication support 

intertextual and hybrid writing in which participants draw on personal and academic 

resources to exercise their learner agencies in academic English.  

The study drew on the insights of second language socialization theory to 

recognize how new students become part of a new academic classroom culture through 

online written communication. In addition, the study has afforded insights into the 

ongoing interaction of participation and non-participation in the classroom, an under-

researched area and yet one that is often subject to prejudice and stereotyping. And it has 

suggested some directions for future research to provide greater understanding of 

academic discourse socialization in a second language.  

With this study, I hope to make a modest contribution toward a deeper level of 

understanding of learners on boundary locations who make their investments in new 

practices of a community “to become a certain person or to avoid becoming a certain 

person” (Wenger, 1998, p. 215). It is also my hope that the findings presented in this 

study from multiple perspectives will help educators see the potential of CMC as a 

strategic domain for ever-changing academic literacy practices. By bringing issues of 

identity and the social to the forefront of the discussion, I tried to shift the academic focus 

to a new perspective where literacy and discourse are viewed as intertwined components 

of how L2 learners construct and sustain a sense of being, place, and value in the 

academic worlds.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Background Questionnaire 

 
Name _____________________ Birth Date ____________________  
Native Language ____________________ Home country __________________ 
Your undergraduate major Dates you attended college/university  
______________________  20 ____ to 20 _____ 
 
Year that you started U.S. study Dept./Major Goal: M ED? MS? Ph. D? Other? 
________________________ ________________ ______________________ 
 
 
How long have you studied in the major in your graduate program?  
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What are your fields of interests within your major?  
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
List your work experiences related to your academic field of interest and how long you 
held these jobs. 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
What is the reason for taking this course?  
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
List any courses with computer-mediated communication (CMC) such as Blackboard and 
synchronous discussions have you taken.  
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Have you taken previous courses with this instructor? If so, what courses have you taken? 

_______________________________________________________________________ 



 241 

 

Appendix B. Sample Questions for First Interviews with Students 

 
♦ At the beginning of the session, I will ask the following questions: 
 
What’s your general feeling or idea about participating in this particular computer-
mediated discussion? (first of all, SCMC and the second ASCMC Blackboard discussion) 

 
What was the most difficult part of participation in this computer-mediated discussion?  
If you compare Synchronous chatting with Blackboard discussion, what do you think is 
the strong point or weak point of synchronous chatting? 
 
What has been the main change within yourself compared to classroom discussions? (Do 
you feel more or less comfortable? Do you feel more or less confident about your 
knowledge? Do you have higher or lower motivation in engagement?)  
 
What do you think of the teacher’s participation in both written discussions? 
 

(i.e., Is it helpful for you to be more involved to the discussions? Is it burdensome to 
respond to her?) 

 
What do you think of other classmates’ responses to your postings? Are those responses 
more or less helpful in reflecting on the assigned reading articles? 

 
What if you notice someone’s view that you don’t agree with regarding particular topic?  

 
Did you make any comments on those postings? What about in synchronous chatting? 

 
Do you think the online discussions have provided you chances to develop your 
reasoning skills? (compare the two modes.)  

 
Do you think the online discussions have provided your chances to get familiar with your 
classmates? (compare the two modes.)  
 
Do you think this class would be helpful in your major study of your program? Why do 
you think so? 
 
Have you perceived any difficulty in participating in the online discussions as a 
nonnative speaker? If so, what were those? 
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What do you think of those discipline specific vocabulary that you may have seen in the 
assigned reading articles? Are these academic terms more or less comprehensible?  

What is your career goal after you graduate from UT? 

♦ Then, I will give participants open-ended directions to think about as they wrote or
responded to particular messages. I will choose specific messages that I am interested in 
and give attention to places in the text where contextual or relational cues seem to be 
present.  

♦ If participants’ comments are not clear, I will ask the possible follow-up questions:

Whom were you thinking as your potential audience as you responded to this specific 
thread?  

For which specific message did you feel particularly confident or independent in your 
learning? Why?  

What made you choose this particular rhetorical expression? How did it work out with 
your peer? (i.e., Were you trying to show your knowledge with this particular predicate, 
hedge, or adjective?) 

Did you ever shift with different voices (or tones)? 

How is your role as a student of learning research different between classroom discussion 
and computer-mediated discussion? 
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Appendix C. Sample Questions for Second Interviews with Students 

1. How have your ideas about learning theory (or research) changed from the 

beginning of the course to now (i.e., do you become more confident in your 

learning as a student or your teaching as a teacher?) 

2. How do you see your role as a member of online discussion group? (do you think 

you are catching up with the flow of discussions? Regarding synchronous 

chatting, what do you think of your position? Is there any change in terms of your 

positioning in online chatting? Is there any change in your familiarity with the 

topics under discussion? Any change in your peer relations? Any change in 

relationship with the teacher?) 

3. What is your idea of a good learner? To you what is an ideal good learner? 

4. In your experience in the class, how do you recognize yourself as a learner (a 

good learner vs. not good enough learner)? How and why do you think so?  

5. What is your idea about a non-native speaker (compared to a native speaker)? 

6. In your experience in the class, when do you think you perceive yourself as a 

nonnative speaker? Why? Have you experienced any difficulty in convincing your 

group of your opinion? How?  

7. By now, do you think you are forming some sort of connection with the teacher? 

How? Why? 

8. By now, do you think you are conveying a certain solidarity with some of your 

classmates? How? Why? 

9. Have you ever experienced any difficulty in having empathy (affectively and 

cognitively) with your peers’ stories posted in online discussions? Why? How? 

10. Have you ever experienced any difficulty in having empathy (affectively and 

cognitively) with your teacher’s stories posted in online discussions? Why? How? 

11. How do you define an ideal learning researcher? 
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12. So far, the class has been working with the ideas of diverse learning theories and

how learning researchers conduct their research in school contexts. Suppose you

were a learning researcher. How do you see yourself as a learning researcher:

good researcher vs. not good enough researcher?

13. To what extent (or to what degree), do you think that so far you’ve made a

contribution in order to make the topic discussion more productive? From your

view, what components make up the ideal discussion in a course like this in a

graduate program?

14. The structure of your written work and your take home exam was open and

inductive. What about this open style was useful to you in learning how to write

academic papers and to give presentations in your program and in your field?

What is your preferred way of learning to write and present in your field?

15. What role do you think electronic writing is playing in a course like this?

16. What role do you think electronic writing plays in the first year of educational

psychology program (esp. for the two educational psychology students)?

17. Before you began this course (or program), what did you expect your biggest

problems (difficulties) would be in this program and in this course?

i.e.) Working at my own pace

Socializing with students in the course 

Availability of technical support 

Communicating with the instructor 

Understanding course assignments  

Keeping up with the assignments 

Communicating online in threaded, weekly discussions 

Others 

18. What did you think of last week’s asynchronous discussion session? Was it

different from the first asynchronous discussion session? How? Why did you

think (feel) so?
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19. Do you feel that the learning environment in these last few meeting phase had too 

much or too little structure? 

20. In your experience, how is communication with others over a computer network 

beneficial to student learning? 

21. Describe what you will do with the knowledge about learning theories that you 

gained this week. How will it enhance, alter, or otherwise change what you do 

and how you do it?  
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Appendix D. Sample Questions for Interviews with a Professor 

1. Year of birth: __________ Degrees (what, when, where): _______________

Years at this university: _________ Times taught this course: _____________

Primary course: ___________________________________________________

Specialty area in educational psychology: ______________________________

2. In your view, what is the purpose of course? Is your view of the purpose of the
courses the same as or different from the department’s view? Why does the
department require all students to take a course in this Domain?

3. What is the role of electronic writing in this course? How important is it? Any
specific expectations (e.g., with regard to language? Terminology? Style? etc.)?

4. What kind of problems do students have in their electronic writing? Any special
problems for nonnative speakers of English?

5. What is your role with respect to students’ written discussions? What kind of
feedback do you tend to provide?

6. How do you believe students in this program become socialized into the
department especially through the classroom activity?

7. What differences do you perceive in the experiences that native and nonnative
speakers of English have in this department?

8. Is there an “ideal” way to do educational psychology that this department (you)
strives to follow? To what extent is educational psychology here considered a
“science”?
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Appendix E. End-of-Semester Questionnaire 

1. How did this course fulfill your own professional and academic goals and
expectations?

2. How well do you think you did in this course? Explain.

3. Why do you think the educational psychology program considers this course as
one of the choices to fulfill a core requirement (Domain 5)?/Why do you think the
FLE program considers this course as one of the choices to fulfill a core
requirement?

4. What do you believe the professor expected from you on the following
assignments? In what ways do you think you did or did not fulfill her expectation?
What was the value of these assignments for you?

Learning project 
1) What were the Instructor’s expectations?
2) In what ways did you fulfill her expectations?
3) What was the value of the learning project for you?

Three tests 
1) What were the Instructor’s expectations?
2) In what ways did you fulfill her expectations?
3) What was the value of the three tests for you?

Self-Analysis paper 
1) What were the Instructor’s expectations?
2) In what ways did you fulfill her expectations?
3) What was the value of the self-analysis paper for you?

Online discussions 
1) What were the Instructor’s expectations?
2) In what ways did you fulfill her expectations?
3) What was the value of the online discussions for you?
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5. How are the following required assignments related to your development as an 
educational researcher? 
 Online discussions 
Learning project  
Self-analysis paper 
Take-home exams 
Class Readings  

 
6. What role do you think electronic writing should play in early phase of an 

educational psychology doctoral/master program? 
 
7. Do you think that learning researchers think, talk, write, and see the world 

differently from other academics? If so, explain how you think they are different. 
 

 
8. How have your ideas about the role of theory in your discipline changed from the 

beginning of the course to now? 
 
 
 

 
9. What are the most important discipline-specific terms that you learned in this 

course? Please list those important terms that you can now use with understanding 
in your speech and writing that you could not use at the beginning of the course 
(List 1). Then list those terms that you feel are important for your speech and 
writing, but that you cannot yet use comfortably (List 2). Finally, list those terms 
that you feel are either unimportant or are too unclear to be useful to you in the 
field of educational psychology (List 3). 
List 1: 
List 2: 
List 3: 
 
 

 
 
10. Before you began this program, what did you expect your biggest problems to be 

in this program and in this course?  
 
 

11. As you look back now on your completed fall semester, what in fact were the 
biggest problems in the program and in this course? 
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12. What problems do you believe that you had in this course that native speakers of 
English did not have? Was there anything about the course that you found easier 
than did the native speakers of English? 

 
13. What do you believe you will be doing professionally ten years from now? 

(Please be as specific as possible about your position, responsibilities, and 
activities, etc.) 
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