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Salient features of composing

Akhona scored the highest mark (26/30) of all
participants in the project. She showed evidence
of excellent mental organisation and control of her
subject matter, which made it possible for her to
review her notes very rapidly for suitable content,
and set her free to focus on the demands of the
topic throughout composing. She preferred to use
linear text for generating ideas rather than mind
maps, which, s h e d aot vabrkofdr der. She
made brief corrections as she composed without
any marked focus on errors, and mostly in passing
(the focus on correctness came later when she
wrote out her final draft). While using the stock
structure provi delars ob kandt
Re f o rsimedacused on the topic throughout her
essay, commenting on the extent to which the
mechanisms were effective or not. She showed
flexibility in restructuring points where necessary,
and intelligently left off composing her final
Introduction until near the end. Her efforts at clear
structuring are evident in the text of her neat draft,
the logic of which relies more on clear progression
from point to point than linguistic connectors. Apart
from a slight block caused by focusing on structure
too early (a common feature of academic profiles),
which she rapidly resolved by browsing her
sources for ideas, she showed excellent command
and control of the composing system. She regularly
reflected on her progress by reviewing her
emerging text, but, by the time she had finished her
neat draft, had become too tired to assess the
overall effect of her essay, which, she said, would
have been her usual procedure (as indicated by the
dotted purple bar at the end of the graph).

Insights offered by the empirical model
Akhonads profile comes
conditions reflected in the empirical model.
However, she clearly also brought intelligence and
hard work as #fAinputo int
well as showing self-discipline and control while
composing. Diagnosis using the model suggested
t hat areas for devel opm
her idea generation by using brainstorming, and
mastering the type of Introduction required by her
lecturer as she had introduced the topic, rather

than her treatment of it in the essay.
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While Earl was a competent writer who made the
composing functions work for him, his very
thoroughness worked against him in that he could
not complete the composing cycle in the time
available. He was also tired, having written a
Control Test that morning. He showed a particularly
good focus on the task in hand, and had a
systematic approach to reviewing his notes and
drafts, yet his behaviour was adaptive and flexible
rather than rule-driven. A notable feature was his
use of a mind map to winnow out the main points of
his argument after extensive reading of his
sources. While the profile graph shows little time
spent on structuring,
suggest that his essay structure was good. He
Aworkeadt®min using the
Aithree pillars of Land H
essay, meaning that the structuring function here
was performed mainly by subject content. He
showed some sensitivity to reader-accommodation,
not only taking pains with his Introduction and
Conclusion, but also adding cohesive devices such
as a lead-in to his section on the three pillars, and
a three-line preamble to his main argument. There
is very little of Stage 4 (Editing) in the graph, but
this is clearly only a partial profile.

Earl did not have a good self-image of himself as a
writer, yet his text showed a subtlety of approach
which was not evident in any of the other student
texts. In spite of the fact that he handed in a fairly
rough draft which he had not had the time (or
energy) to edit and polish further, he scored 25/30
(the second highest mark).

Insights offered by the empirical model

Earl 6s profile highligh
factors on composing. It suggests that thorough
preparation the earlier stages is crucial to success
in academic writing: a properly argued position, as
reflected in essay content, is as much a social
requirement as a polished turn of phrase. The
most significant extra-s y st emi ¢ | sSsue€
is that, in his composing and later comments, he
showed that he not only had a very good idea of
his |l ecturer6s requireme
composing system to fulfil these (i.e. he had an
effective Afconceptual I
composing to guide everyday social practice).
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The presence of the cameras and intense focus
over a shorter period of time than usual appears to
have enhanced rat her t
performance. She was extremely pleased with her
result (24/30) as she usually obtained fi C 0
essays. Whil e Busiswab
Akhonads in following t
empirical model, and she had similar problems in
starting because of focusing too early on structure,
she spent much more time on processing her
notes, which she said she had not studied before.
Busiswa also employed a novel technique for
accessing her creativit
where she rested her head on her arm and wrote
spontaneously without consciously knowing what
she was writing. She rejected th
Land Reformodo as a potent
constructed an original argument of her own,
which, however (as her lecturer noted), was a little
unbalanced in leaving out some key content. To
assess the overall effect of her argument, at times
Busiswa declaimed her text out loud, using hand
gestur es: this helped h
said. This provided evidence of the inner dialogues
which writers are thought to use to carry on the
proxy interaction with their intended reader
throughout composing. The interviews revealed
t hat Busi swa was wusing
assess the effect of her argument on her intended
reader. As a result, she did not evaluate the effect
right at the end, as she had already assessed the
effect and had made the necessary corrections on
her rough draft before writing out her neat draft.

Insights offered by the empirical model

On the surface her composing behaviour seemed
erratic and highly idiosyncratic, yet, as the graph
illustrates, her procedure was focused and
systematic. The phases of the model are all there,
and all of the necessary composing functions were
performed, if not in the exact order. Her comments
suggested that she was able to assess her
academic audience very shrewdly, and that she
herself valued the standards her lecturer set, in
particular, the importance of clear and precise
articulation. Finally, Busiswa had a clear picture of
what worked for her and what did not. In other
words, she had an effective conceptual
mechanism, which, as her profile suggests, had
resonances with the model.
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Malusiwas very f ocus eda reten
managing at times to combine different stages (e.g.
editing and evaluating). While shortcuts are the
mark of a proficient writer, they could at times be
seen to diffuse or split his focus on the composing
functions, as illustrated by the dotted sections in
the graph. His neat draft was very similar to his
rough draft, but rewriting allowed him to evaluate
what he had written more thoroughly than just
reading it through. This explained his omission to
evaluate at the end, and the very small amount of
overt evaluation which could be observed. It
appeared from the interviews that Malusi had
learned to write in this way because most of the
time he was writing under time pressure. When a
student is writing under time pressure, writing the
topic out neatly can do double duty as a focusing
device, as can the Introduction. There is no time to
absorb the materials thoroughly in advance of
composing, which accounts for Malusi frequently
stopping to consult his sources. Because he used
words to Ajump st ar tdid not
slow down his composing. The shortcut strategies
Malusi uses here actually combined to ensure that
all of the composing functions were performed, and
performed well overall, as his mark (21/30) and his

|l ecturerds coedments sugog

Insights offered by the empirical model

Malusi used techniques which showed he was
aware of the systemic operation of composing,
writing first in pencil so as to have more flexibility in
structuring, and using key words in the readings to
generate his own ideas. The adaptations of the
system reflected in his composing are very likely
the result of learning to write mainly in class or
under time pressure, and in fact proved to be an
advantage in the composing session. In spite of
expertly working the system, he lost most of his
marks because he did not realise that the
Introduction should have introduced his treatment
of the topic and not the topic itself, an extra-
systemic requirement. As the model suggests, a
knowledge of extra-systemic requirements, and not
just expertise in working the system, is required for
success at academic writing.
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Salient features of composing EBRAHIM
As the graph profile suggests, Ebrahim was the |  STAGES,
most focused of all participants in concentrating on

one phase of composing at a time. He structured
his points before starting his neat draft, avoiding
the drudgery of writing a third draft, and used
shortcuts SO0 as to fAwe
energy on unnecessary transcription. Notable
features were his quick, efficient processing of
resources and his creative drafting technique using
a fispider di agramo mi n
expanded into jotted points. He used a systematic
method for correcting his text with a black and blue
pen alternately. There were three instances of
recursion: (1) to review new notes, (2) to re-think
the answer to the topic question when blocked, and
(3) to introduce new content before concluding.
The first two instances of recursion were prompted
by extra-systemic factors, but the third could be
seen as intra-systemic in terms of Stage 2 activities
not having been completed earlier (not necessarily
an error). The block was caused by not knowing
which academic convention applied in this instance
to the response to the topic question (i.e. whether,

Ayeso, Ainod or hedging
the occurrence of the block, which he resolved
(although not entirely

stepped composing profile suggests that he was
following felicity conditions for written
communication. Yet he scored only 20/30.

Insights offered by the empirical model

The inclusion of the input option into the empirical
model suggests that it was Ebr ahi mdés |
writing experience in this subject (i.e. a personal
project), combined with his identification with the
creative design aspect of Town Planning, which
detracted from his performance. It is not that his
schema of academic composing was faulty, or that
he lacked genre awareness, but that he was
unsure as to which conventions applied in this
specific instance. Personal preferences also
constitute A i nput int o t inerviewy
revealed that Ebrahim was aware of academic
conventions but would clearly have preferred the

essay to be in the nature of a personal response.
Contingent circumstances (i.e. the presence of the
camer as, ti me pressur e
failure to contextualise the essay properly)
combined to push Ebrahim into a hasty decision
with less than felicitous results.
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Lwandile had an excellent command of the
systemic aspects of composing, and showed many
of the characteristics of proficient writers as shown
in the model. He wrote first and revised later, and
corrected in passing rather than stopping to focus
on corrections in the earlier stages of composing.
He used a fispider diagr
ideas, and he knew why it was helpful (i.e. to
record ideas before they were forgotten). He
realized the need to take breaks while composing
so that his concentration did not become jaded.
Because his composing was systematic, after
breaks he could move back into it very easily and
carry on exactly where he left off. Lwandile also
had a good sense of reader accommodation in
terms of needing to ready his text for the intended
reader. Like Malusi, Lwandile used rewriting as a
means to asses the effect of what he had written.
He assessed the overall effect of his essay right at
the end, considering whether his reader would
understand his point of view. He scored 20/30 for
his essay.

Insights offered by the empirical model
Lwandileds composing pr
matches the empirical analytical model very closely
in following one complete composing cycle with a
few instances of recursion. However, the inclusion
of extra-systemic factors in the model show why
Lwandilebéds good grasp of
composing did not led to an even better mark.
While he composed a mind map to generate ideas,
the resources available did not contain more
detailed information to back up those points, so he
had to rethink his content, based on the information
available. The second factor is that his proficiency
in English had not yet developed to the stage
where he could easily reduce his data to points and
then expand them again at will into the kinds of
structures needed to sustain a complex argument
at this level. In this sense his excellent control over
the composing system actually worked against him,
because his English language proficiency did not
yet match the intellectual level of his systemic
operation while composing.
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In the early stages Rochelle appeared to be trying
to do too many things at once, or, at least in too
rapid succession, which at times interfered with her
focus. More seriously, her mind map was too terse
to supply the actual essay content, which resulted
in the interference shown by the dotted lines in the
profile graph. Her doodling while thinking what to
write was very likely a more effective idea
generating device than the actual mind map.
Because Rochelle had not generated sufficient
content for her essay in the early stages, she had
to go back repeatedly to look for content as she
composed her neat draft. While recursion in itself
is not a problem, the composing functions are
performed more effectively when carried out in
serial rather than parallel mode. The latter is
represented in Rochelle
by showing the Stage 2 focus on idea generation
interfering with a Stage 4 focus on producing a fair
copy. Combining idea generation with neat
transcription, though not ideal, can be achieved,
provided that data is accessed early on, and not
throughout composing.  Rochelle achieved an
above average score (20/30) for her essay, but the
interviews suggested that she was intelligent and
resourceful, had very good English proficiency, and
could have achieved a higher mark. She had
adapted her composing procedure for writing under
time pressure, but the various elements appeared
to be working against each other to some extent.

Insights offered by the empirical model

R o ¢ h s Icdse i@ustrates the fact that it is not
activities per se which lead to a successful result,
but understanding how the system works so that it
can be flexibly applied in different contexts.
Working to order complicates the process, the
open-endedness of which should be exploited.
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Salient features of composing ZAFIKA
In the interviews Zafika showed a good grasp of STAGES
the issues involved in composing in terms of topic | * 2 ® * *°
analysis and its implications for the essay content,
reader accommodation (working at her Introduction
and Conclusion), and generating ideas before
preparing them for submission. She knew about
quickly capturing ideas before they were forgotten,
and that her points had
understanding. She used self-talk to dialogue with
herself when she was stuck. But Zafika did not
always manage to achieve what she knew was
effective practice. A too-early focus on reader
accommodation made it difficult for her to start, and
a too-early focus on correctness as well as
repeatedly going back to data gathering interrupted
production of ideas. Her profile shows a more
appropriate focus in the later stages of composing,
where the graph i s mo r
earlier stages. Her essay scored 19/30, which is
above average, but she appeared to be capable of
doing better.

-

Insights offered by the empirical model

After the first ten minutes of composing Zafika was
trying to focus on four composing functions more or
less simultaneously. It is not therefore surprising
that she Aibl anked out o s h ¢
several times thereafter. The focus on one stage at
a time represented in the model is geared to relieve
the kind of overload on short-term memory which
Zafi ka experienced. Heena-
motion study Mat h s 0 ogdroductioneta 100
words in 8 lines was also not helpful: writers can
devise effective strategies to write fast under time
pressure, but not by calculating words-per-minute.
Since Zafika was clearly a creative writer with
some potential, it seems that the cameras and time
pressure prompted the unhelpful strategies she
used. Her profile illustrates the point that it is not
necessarily lack of composing expertise (or subject
knowledge, or effort) which causes student writers
to under-perform, and that the effects of extra-
systemic factors on the composing system must
also be considered for a model to explain real life
composing. It highlights the need for students to
develop effective strategies for writing under
pressur e, as fibelaircei tryo
available.
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On the surface Reshan 6 s composi
resembled that of proficient writers, in following the
stages of the empirical model. He first analysed the
topic, used a mind map to generate ideas, and
redrafted. There is evidence of attempts at reader-
accommodation in his text. However, there are
problems associated with his systemic functioning.
Firstly, he should have reviewed the information in
the sources available before drawing his mind map.
Next, his final draft is nearly identical to his first
draft; the only changes are that two sentences are
joined together and a very short phrase (which he
considered too emotive) is left out. He basically
produced a once-off draft, so that redrafting was
not used effectively to perfect the piece. Moreover,
while he knew that the Introduction should tell the
reader Awhat the whol e
not do this, but just talks generally about Land
Reform. He did not construct an effective
argument because he did not really know what this
constituted in this case. The most serious problem,
though, is the confusing of data-gathering (Stage 1)
with idea generation (Stage 2). Close observation
of Reshanbés ¢ o mpsuggested thab
the distinction between his information sources and
his own statements had become blurred (i.e. in
unacknowledged citations) in his trying to carry out
both processes too closely together (see the graph
shading d mdwird)peHi®mosteserious
error, however, was his omission to contextualise
the essay for his lecturer by heading his page with
the topic. As a result, she was not sure which topic
he had answered, and was in fact assessing his
essay on a slightly different topic.

Insights offered by the empirical model

Not contextualising the essay for the reader is a
systemic issue, while his lack of success in
articulating and carrying out the brief is an extra-
systemic issue, dependant on the specific local
context for both the nature of the task and
assessment criteria applying in this specific case.
Reshands composing in t
point that a good grasp of systemic issues i
including effective composing strategies - does not
automatically translate successfully into other
milieus (i.e. from high school creative essays to
tertiary specialist essays).
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