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 1     Investigating student writing 
with the BAWE corpus    

 The book draws on the fi ndings of a four-year study to investigate 
genres of student writing in higher education  1  . It provides an overview 
of the kind of writing British university students produce, showing 
the similarities and differences between writing assignments at differ-
ent levels and across a range of disciplines. This information will be 
useful to researchers analysing the discourse of academic writing, to 
academics concerned with developing writing tasks at university level 
and to teachers who provide academic writing support to students, 
whether this is within the context of English for Academic Purposes 
(EAP) or in writing centres which largely cater for native speakers 
of English. 

 The book proposes a system of describing and distinguishing 
between different types of tertiary-level writing task. We identify 
and describe thirteen major types of assignment, each of which has a 
unique purpose and structure, but which is also subject to some vari-
ation in response to disciplinary requirements. Readers who devise 
academic writing tasks can use our descriptions of these assignment 
types as templates or as a stimulus for thought about the purpose 
and structure of the writing they expect their students to produce. 
Our descriptions may help them to distinguish between the differ-
ent requirements of different writing tasks, and may also help them 
to make these distinctions clear to their students. Additionally, the 
descriptions can serve as a reference for writing teachers who are 
guiding their students towards more appropriate stylistic and organi-
sational choices. The book describes the discourse features of success-
ful assignments in terms of their underlying communicative purpose; 
successful assignments are those which achieve the intended purpose 
of the writing task, with due acknowledgement of disciplinary norms 
and expectations.  
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 Investigating student writing with the BAWE corpus  3

 1.1     The educational context of university student writing 

 This book is written at a time of massive expansion in higher edu-
cation. According to UNESCO ( 2008 ) about 138 million students 
were enrolled in tertiary education in 2005, an increase of 45 million 
university students worldwide since 1999. This rise has been partly 
due to population growth, and partly due to widening participation 
policies. Some countries have made great efforts to attract into higher 
education young people who have been academically disadvan-
taged, and to this end have encouraged universities to accept students 
without traditional university entry qualifi cations. In some countries 
a state university place is now guaranteed to all young people who 
have  successfully completed secondary school. 

 Alongside widening participation there has been a huge rise in 
student mobility. Wächter ( 2008 ) cites UNESCO data indicating 
that the number of international students globally grew more than 
fourfold between 1975 and 2005, from 600,000 to 2.7 million. Most 
mobile students want to be taught in English, a language which they 
already know from their school studies, and which the international 
labour market requires. Countries where English is spoken as a fi rst 
language are popular destinations for these students, but other coun-
tries have also gained a share of the international student market 
by adopting English as an educational lingua franca, for example 
Malaysia and Singapore (Sugimura,  2008 ), and non-English-speaking 
European countries (Wächter and Maiworm,  2008 ). 

 Thus, university students around the world are increasingly likely 
to be using English for their studies, although in many cases their pre-
degree preparation will not have included extensive writing practice 
in English in the relevant genres. These students need to learn how to 
write well, because writing is the means by which they will construct 
disciplinary knowledge, the main means by which they will demon-
strate their attainment for assessment purposes, and, in many cases, 
also the means by which they will communicate with professional 
 colleagues in years to come. 

 However, although writing is probably the single most important 
skill necessary for academic success, and although we cannot assume 
that students will have acquired this skill before they begin their uni-
versity studies, there is considerable confusion amongst students and 
writing instructors regarding the kinds of writing students are required 
to produce across disciplines and levels of study. Subject lecturers  2   
often fail to make explicit the thinking behind the writing assignments 
they set, as Haggis ( 2006 ) points out, because traditionally student 
knowledge about genres has been acquired implicitly over time, via a 
process described by Turner as ‘the pedagogy of osmosis’ (2011: 21). 
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 4 Genres across the Disciplines

Moreover, academic writing programmes often proceed in ignorance 
of disciplinary genres, as Wardle ( 2009 ) discovered when she examined 
the ‘pseudotransactional’ assignments set in fi rst year US university 
composition classes. Wardle rightly concludes that writing classes need 
to teach students about genres of student writing, and writing teachers 
need to be able to discern what the key features of these genres are.   

 1.2     What this book aims to do 

 This book is divided into two parts.  Part I  provides the context for our 
research, by explaining our methodologies and introducing the con-
cepts of genre and genre family that are fundamental to our approach. 
This fi rst chapter will describe the context in which our research took 
place, our data sources and our research methods.  Chapter 2  explains 
how the genre classifi cation was developed and introduces the thir-
teen genre families through their purpose, stages, genre networks, 
examples, characterisation in terms of multidimensional analysis, and 
distribution across levels of study and disciplinary groups. 

  Part II  examines the social functions of university student writing, 
and the ways in which student writers develop and display various 
abilities through their writing. Genres and genre families are discussed 
individually, and  Chapters 3 ,  4 ,  5  and  6  also each focus on a larger 
genre set by grouping together genre families which demonstrate 
similar educational purposes. These larger groupings help to distin-
guish some of the fundamental purposes of student writing, such as 
the ability to explain disciplinary concepts, to critically evaluate, to 
build sustained arguments, to carry out independent research projects 
and to prepare for professional practice. They also highlight writing 
requirements which are occasionally in confl ict.  Chapter 7  examines 
further functions of university student writing in those genres which 
enable writers to monitor their own personal development, and to 
practise writing for a readership outside their own specialism. The 
fi nal chapter ( Chapter 8 ) provides an overview of networks across 
genres and disciplines, and discusses the concept of academic register 
in relation to student writing. In this chapter we also suggest areas 
for further research, and provide details of how to access the BAWE 
corpus and other related resources.   

 1.3     Our starting point 

 The genres of student writing that we investigate in this book are 
those represented in the British Academic Written English (BAWE) 
corpus  3  . This collection presents a broad picture of British  university 
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 Investigating student writing with the BAWE corpus  5

student writing at the beginning of the 21st century, thus provid-
ing insights into the prevailing teaching and learning practices, 
the  priorities of departments, and the demands of disciplines and 
 professional bodies. 

 We founded our investigation on the following assumptions, 
derived from our experience as teachers of academic writing, the fi nd-
ings of prior studies in the fi eld and discussions with academic staff in 
many university departments in the UK and internationally. 

  1      University students are required to produce a range of differ-
ent genres of assessed written work, refl ecting a range of different 
 communicative purposes.  

    We knew of a number of studies that had described writing tasks 
set at university level, or had analysed the written work produced 
by specifi ed groups of university students, but we wanted to 
explore further the relationships between assignments produced 
for different disciplines and levels of study, and to compare and 
contrast different types of student writing on a much larger scale.  

  2      The nomenclature used within university departments to specify 
different assignment types goes some way towards identifying and 
distinguishing these genres.  

    We already knew that students produced assignments labelled 
as ‘book reviews’, ‘business plans’, ‘case studies’, ‘fi lm commen-
taries’, ‘lab reports’ and so on. These titles are given to the 
students by their lecturers, and we assumed that they encapsulated 
information about the purpose of the assignment and its linguistic 
features, format and structure. On the other hand we were aware 
that some descriptors such as ‘essay’ or ‘project’ were used very 
loosely, and that different names were sometimes given to very 
similar assignments, whilst other dissimilar assignment types 
were sometimes known by the same name. Whilst drawing what 
insights we could from departmental usage, we wanted to identify 
more robust categories of assignment genres.  

  3      Within broad discipline areas certain genres are favoured and 
others are produced only rarely, if at all . 

    We were aware that it would be impossible to prove that a genre 
was completely absent from an academic discipline. This is 
because lecturers vary the assignments they set from year to year, 
and in some contexts they are encouraged to invent alternatives 
to old, familiar assignment types. We wanted, however, to create 
a clearer picture of the distribution of assignment types across 
the disciplines.  
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 6 Genres across the Disciplines

  4      The types of writing that university students are required to 
produce change as they progress through their course of study. 
Students are expected to conform increasingly to the norms of 
favoured genres, and may also be given generically different 
writing tasks at different stages of study.  

    It seemed reasonable to assume that students would gain more 
and more technical expertise in their fi eld, and that their writing 
might approximate more and more closely to published academic 
or professional workplace writing. In one way or another, we 
anticipated different expectations placed upon students in their 
fi rst year at university and in subsequent years, and we wanted to 
see how these expectations affected the writing students produced.  

  5      An overview of student writing in English at the beginning of 
the 21st century would not only refl ect the educational context 
in which it was produced, but also resonate with accounts of 
university student writing internationally, produced in different 
contexts.  

    This is to suggest that with the globalisation and internationalisa-
tion of higher education there is value in describing and explaining 
the genres of writing in one context, to inform any future compar-
isons and developments with other contexts that are removed in 
time or place.   

We tested these assumptions, and tried to answer the questions we 
associated with them, by analysing assignment registers and genres 
in the light of discourse community perspectives. Central to our 
 investigations was the creation of the BAWE corpus.   

 1.4     The contents of the BAWE corpus 

 A rationale for the creation of the BAWE corpus is presented in Nesi 
et al. ( 2005 ), and the process of its development is described in Alsop 
and Nesi ( 2009 ). Briefl y, the corpus was designed so that roughly 
equal numbers of assignments could be collected from four levels 
of study (fi rst year undergraduate to taught Masters level) and four 
disciplinary groupings. These groupings (Arts and Humanities, Life 
Sciences, Physical Sciences and Social Sciences) were intended to facil-
itate comparison with two infl uential corpora of academic spoken 
English: the Michigan Corpus of Spoken Academic English (MICASE) 
and the British Academic Spoken English (BASE) corpus. We only 
collected assignments that had already been positively assessed by 
subject tutors, because we wanted to ensure that they conformed to 
departmental expectations. When they were writing their assignments 
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 Investigating student writing with the BAWE corpus  7

the students would not have known that their work was going to 
become part of the corpus; at that time their only priority would have 
been to fulfi l the task requirements and gain the best possible grade. 

 Assignments came from four different universities in England, 
which ensured access to a broad range of disciplines. Different depart-
ments operated rather different grading systems, but the pass mark in 
most was 40 per cent or above, and we only accepted assignments 
with grades of at least 60 per cent (or equivalent). The quality of these 
assignments was consistent with the award of an upper second class 
(2:1) or fi rst class honours degree, and could be described in terms of 
‘merit’ and ‘distinction’.  4   

 As far as possible, we collected equal numbers of assignments in 
each of the main disciplines we targeted, at each level of study. This 
ideal was diffi cult to achieve in practice, however, because of the much 
smaller numbers of students studying at Masters level in the Arts and 
Humanities, for example, and because of our requirement that all 
assignments should have reached a certain standard of profi ciency. 
To facilitate data processing, only word-processed assignments were 
accepted for the corpus, excluding handwritten examination scripts, 
handwritten lab notebooks, assignments consisting solely of math-
ematical calculations and PowerPoint presentations assessed through 
oral delivery. As one assignment might include several essays or 
several lab reports (that is, several texts), a distinction was made 
between assignments which were submitted as one piece of work and 
texts which were analysed as genres. The fi nal make-up of the corpus 
is illustrated in  Table 1.1 .  

 In addition to the assignments themselves, we collected informa-
tion about the title of each assignment and its corresponding module, 
the department that set the assignment, and the grade that it had 
been given. At the end of the project some of this information was 
confl ated, for example the assignment fi le headers identifying discipli-
nary rather than departmental provenance, as in some cases assign-
ments from departments at more than one university contributed to 
the corpus holdings for a single discipline. Similarly, because of vari-
ation in the way assignments were graded, we simply divided them 
into those which had received a grade of between 60 per cent and 69 
per cent, or its equivalent (a ‘merit’ grade, ‘M’) and those which had 
received a grade of 70 per cent or over, or its equivalent (a ‘distinc-
tion’ grade, ‘D’). This distinction grade is comparable to an ‘A’ grade 
in the U.S. university system, while the merit grade is comparable to a 
‘B’ grade, although the proportion of grades in each division varies.  5   
The corpus contains almost equal numbers of distinction assignments 
(1,251) and merit assignments (1,402). 
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 Investigating student writing with the BAWE corpus  9

 The discipline, level and grade of each assignment were important 
factors infl uencing our collection policy; we set a limit on the number 
of assignments at each level in each discipline, and we rejected assign-
ments that had not achieved the required grade. However we also 
gathered other types of contextual information which did not affect 
our decision about whether or not to include an assignment in the 
corpus, such as the gender, year of birth and native speaker status of 
the contributor, and the number of years of UK secondary education 
he or she had received. Corpus fi ndings concerning these factors must 
be treated with caution, because contributor features are not distrib-
uted equally across the corpus holdings. For example, anyone wishing 
to analyse the corpus from the perspective of gender should bear in 
mind that there are more female than male contributors, and their 
assignments are not entirely comparable in terms of discipline and 
disciplinary groupings. Likewise, anyone wishing to compare native 
and non-native speaker writing in the corpus should bear in mind that 
assignments contributed by speakers of languages other than English 
tend to be concentrated in the Social Sciences and at Masters level. 
Further details of the corpus contents in terms of the contributors’ 
gender and fi rst language are provided in  Appendix 1.1 .   

 1.5     Other sources of data 

 Throughout this book we will be drawing on corpus evidence as well 
as contextual data of various kinds gathered in connection with the 
project. This information was also considered when categorising 
assignments into genres and groups of similar genres, or genre  families. 

 During the process of corpus compilation the students’ own per-
ceptions about the type of assignment they were submitting were 
recorded. We asked, for example, whether they thought their assign-
ment was an essay, a lab report, a case study or some other kind of 
text. Students’ responses were later compared with the way they had 
described their assignments within the text itself, and the way other 
contributors had described the same or similar tasks. 

 Although we did not have a prolonged engagement with each 
department, we were infl uenced by the ethnographic approach of Prior 
( 1998 ), who used departmental documents and tutor representations 
of tasks to build a ‘thick’  6   description of the contexts and processes 
of student writing. We referred to module descriptions from each of 
the target departments and explored departmental  environments both 
informally and through semi-structured interviews with teaching staff 
and students. 

 Staff were selected for interviews because they were involved in 
teaching and in the assessment of student assignments. The  interviews, 
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 10 Genres across the Disciplines

described in Nesi and Gardner ( 2006 ) and mentioned again in 
 Chapter 2 , centred on the following questions, adapted from a similar 
but smaller-scale investigation by Woodward-Kron ( 2002 : 125): 

•   What role does assignment writing play in your department?  
•   What genres do you require your students to write?  
•   What are you looking for when you assess written work in  different 

genres?  
•   How do your expectations of students’ writing change during the 

course of the degree?   

These methods were subsequently replicated by an undergradu-
ate student researcher who interviewed 36 undergraduate students 
(Gardner and Powell,  2006 ). In this case the fact that the interviewer 
was a student encouraged the interviewees to respond more freely, 
and provided us with insights that we would not have obtained 
from talking to staff alone. The distribution of student interviews is 
 reproduced in  Appendix 1.2 . 

 This contextual information was triangulated with textual infor-
mation to inform our decisions regarding the classifi cation of corpus 
holdings. The process of grouping similar genres together is described 
in  Chapter 2 ; ultimately all texts in the corpus were assigned to one 
and only one genre family, making the description of large numbers of 
texts more manageable and facilitating comparisons across  disciplines. 

 The distribution of the thirteen genre families across levels is shown 
in  Table 1.2 . The levels correspond essentially to fi rst year, second 

 Table 1.2     Distribution of genre families by level   

     Level 1      Level 2      Level 3      Level 4      Total   

   Case Study     26    30    35    103    194  
   Critique     78    79    68    97    322  
   Design Specifi cation     24    19    35    15    93  
   Empathy Writing     10    3    18    5    36  
   Essay     416    360    267    194    1237  
   Exercise     28    28    31    27    114  
   Explanation     81    62    34    37    214  
   Literature Survey     10    6    9    10    35  
   Methodology Recount     120    127    49    65    361  
   Narrative Recount     18    19    21    17    75  
   Problem Question     12    19    6    3    40  
   Proposal     10    19    11    36    76  
   Research Report     7    16    22    16    61  
  Total    840    787    606    625    2858  
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 Investigating student writing with the BAWE corpus  11

year, third (or fi nal) year and taught Masters level, although it should 
be noted that Masters level dissertations were not included in the 
corpus. Further tables throughout this book will show distribution in 
greater detail, in terms of disciplines and genres.    

 1.6     Methods of analysis 

 Throughout the book we refer to a variety of research techniques, 
choosing whichever method best reveals the character of a genre, or 
best distinguishes one genre family from another. 

 Our genre family classifi cation system draws on the work of the 
Sydney School, which has been particularly infl uential in using 
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) to identify and explain genres 
of secondary and primary school texts. Genre is widely regarded as 
‘the system of staged goal-oriented social processes through which 
social subjects in a given culture live their lives’ (Martin,  1997 : 13). 
We identify the educational purposes and stages that typify and dis-
tinguish genre families, for example Essays and Critiques ( Chapter 4 ) 
and Research Reports and Literature Surveys ( Chapter 5)   7  . Our genre 
families are different from those in the Sydney School classifi cations, 
however, partly because we aimed to develop them by grouping 
similar assignments, rather than imposing a classifi cation developed 
for other contexts, and partly because we were also infl uenced by 
research on academic genres by Swales ( 1990 ) and in the fi eld of 
 academic literacies (Lea and Street,  2000 ). 

 Our examination of the linguistic features associated with the 
stages of genres draws on Systemic Functional Linguistics (Halliday 
and Matthiessen,  2004 ) to explore the prosodic nature of evalua-
tion, and the functions of hyperNews (Martin,  1992 ) to make claims 
which help build an argument ( Chapter 4 ). We also use the appraisal 
system developed by Martin ( 2000 ) and Martin and White ( 2005 ) to 
analyse evaluative resources in texts ( Chapter 7 ). All these methods of 
analysis will be explained more fully in the relevant chapters. 

 We use the results of multidimensional analysis to help us charac-
terise the genre families we describe. This analysis was conducted by 
Biber at the University of Northern Arizona, using fi ve dimensions he 
identifi ed (Biber,  1988 ). The BAWE corpus was tagged for 67  linguistic 
features, grouped into 16 grammatical / functional categories: 

  1     tense and aspect markers  
  2     place and time adverbials  
  3     pronouns and pro-verbs  
  4     questions  

  5     nominal forms  
  6     passives  
  7     stative forms  
  8     subordination features  

(cont.)
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 12 Genres across the Disciplines

   9     prepositional phrases, 
adjectives and adverbs  

   10     lexical specifi city (type–
token ration and mean word 
length)  

   11     lexical classes such as 
downtoners, hedges, 
amplifi ers and emphatics  

   12     modals  

   13     specialised verb classes such 
as ‘public’, ‘private’ and 
‘suasive’ verbs  

   14     reduced forms and 
dispreferred structures such 
as split infi nitives  

   15     coordination  
   16     negation   

So, for example, place adverbials include  above  and  beside , and 
time adverbials include  early, instantly  and  soon . ‘Public’ verbs 
include  say, tell  and  explain , ‘private’ verbs include  believe, think  and 
 know,  and ‘suasive’ verbs include  command, insist  and  propose . 

 The texts in the corpus were compared across genre families, disci-
plinary groupings and levels of study, and scores along each dimension 
were allocated to each corpus subgroup. These scores characterise 
the register of the subgroup, and indicate tendencies towards infor-
mation density, chronologically ordered narrative, deictic references 
to time and place, and so on. A summary of linguistic features in 
relation to the fi ve dimensions is provided in  Appendix 1.3 , adapted 
from Biber et al. ( 2002 ). The dimensions are explained more fully 
below, with reference to Biber ( 1988 ) (also summarised in Conrad 
and Biber,  2001 ).   

 dimension 1:     Involved versus informational 

 This contrasts verbal and nominal styles. Biber found conversation 
to be extremely involved, with a score of 35, with high frequencies of 
present tense verbs, private verbs, fi rst and second person pronouns, 
and contractions. At the opposite end of the scale general academic 
prose (published research in journals, books and reports from the 
Lancaster–Oslo/Bergen, or LOB, corpus) had a score of -15.   

 dimension 2:     Narrative versus non-narrative 

 This dimension is associated with past time narration. Biber found 
romance fi ction to be heavily narrative, with a score of 7, because it 
contains many third person pronouns, past tense verbs, perfect aspect 
verbs, and public verbs such as  say  and  tell . Academic prose, offi cial 
documents and radio broadcasts were positioned at the opposite end 
of the scale, with scores below -2.   
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 Investigating student writing with the BAWE corpus  13

 dimension 3:     Elaborated versus situation-dependent 

 Elaborated texts can be understood in contexts that are distant in time 
and place from the context in which they were originally produced. 
They identify referents explicitly, through features such as relative 
clause constructions, nominalisations, and time and place adverbi-
als for temporal and locative reference. The offi cial documents in 
Biber’s study scored more than 7 on this dimension. Conversations 
and broadcasts, on the other hand, scored -4 or less, because when we 
listen to these sorts of texts we interpret what is being said in terms of 
where the speaker is, and what is happening at the time.   

 dimension 4:     Persuasive 

 This dimension identifi es overtly argumentative texts, and is char-
acterised by infi nitives, suasive verbs such as  agree, ask, insist  and 
 recommend , conditional subordination, split auxiliaries, and modals 
expressing prediction, necessity and possibility. The editorials and 
professional letters analysed by Biber scored 3 or more, while radio 
broadcasts scored below -4.   

 dimension 5:     Non-impersonal versus
abstract and impersonal 

 Impersonal texts are characterised by passive constructions, conjuncts 
such as  thus  and  however , and adverbial and postnominal clauses. 
Such features are typical of written as opposed to spoken texts. Biber 
found that general academic prose from the LOB corpus had high 
scores on this dimension (more than 5). Conversations had low scores 
(less than -3). 

  Tables 1.3  and 1.4 show scores for BAWE corpus texts across 
the four levels of study and across the four disciplinary groups. The 
entirely negative scores on the involved and narrative dimensions 

 Table 1.3     Dimension scores by level   

   Level      Involved      Narrative      Elaborated      Persuasive      Abstract and 
impersonal   

   1     −12.7    −2.7    5.1    −1.4    5.9  
   2     −13.9    −2.8    5.6    −1.4    6.2  
   3     −14.7    −3.0    5.7    −1.5    6.4  
   4     −17.2    −3.2    6.3    −2.0    5.5  

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521767460
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76746-0 – Genres across the Disciplines
Hilary Nesi and Sheena Gardner Carol A. Chapelle Susan Hunston
Excerpt
More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

 14 Genres across the Disciplines

 indicate a high informational focus and a low level of narration 
overall, but students’ writing also becomes increasingly informational 
and elaborated as they progress through their degree programmes, and 
has progressively fewer narrative and persuasive features. Abstract 
impersonal features increase until Masters level; their decline at Level 
4 has not yet been fully explained, but may be associated with the fact 
that Masters students contributed a greater number of case studies 
and proposals to the corpus, and these are some of the least abstract 
genre families (see  Chapters 2  and  6 ).  

  Table 1.4  shows that texts in the Life Sciences (LS) are the most 
informational (that is, the least involved), and those in the Arts and 
Humanities (AH) have the greatest amount of narrative features. 
Physical Sciences (PS) have the fewest narrative features and are the 
most impersonal and persuasive. Texts in the Social Sciences (SS) are 
the most elaborated.  

 Dimension scores for the thirteen genre families are presented in 
 Chapter 2 , and the competing effects of disciplinary group and genre 
family are discussed in Chapter 9. 

 In addition to the results of multidimensional analysis, we refer 
throughout the book to data generated through the use of WordSmith 
Tools (Scott,  2010 ), and Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al.,  2004 ). 
Details of the functions of Sketch Engine with special reference to the 
BAWE corpus are provided in Nesi and Thompson ( 2011 ). 

 WordSmith Tools and Sketch Engine were both used to create con-
cordance lines. These provide contexts for corpus words and phrases 
throughout the book. Subcorpora of genres and genre families were 
manually prepared for use with WordSmith Tools. Sketch Engine 
enabled us to fi lter the corpus so that we could view concordance 
output from selected levels, genres and disciplines. 

 WordSmith and Sketch Engine were also used to create lists of key-
words and lemmas, calculated by comparing their relative frequen-
cies in a study corpus (all or part of the BAWE corpus) with those of 
a larger reference corpus (the British National Corpus or the entire 

 Table 1.4     Dimension scores by disciplinary group   

     Involved      Narrative      Elaborated      Persuasive      Abstract and 
impersonal   

   AH     −13.4    −2.1    5.7    −2.3    5.5  
   LS     −15.6    −3.0    5.7    −1.5    5.7  
   PS     −13.4    −3.7    4.4    −1.2    6.5  
   SS     −15.3    −3.0    6.5    −1.3    6.2  
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BAWE corpus). A word or lemma is considered positively key if its 
frequency in the study corpus is unusually high. WordSmith provides 
a ‘keyness’ score, measured by cross-tabulation and chi-square sig-
nifi cance test (Scott,  2010 ). Sketch Engine provides a ‘keyword score’, 
using a statistic based on ‘word W is N times as frequent in corpus X 
versus corpus Y’  8  . The keywords and lemmas listed in this book have 
very high scores, and the probability of the keyness being accidental 
is very low. The table in  Appendix 1.4  shows the top key lemmas 
in the BAWE corpus compared with the British National Corpus, 
 calculated using Sketch Engine. 

 Common word combinations, or ‘clusters’, were identifi ed using 
WordSmith Tools Version 5. Clusters often reveal common underly-
ing concepts and functions shared by groups of texts. Some writers 
use the term ‘cluster’ to refer to recognisable multi-word units which 
are identifi ed by searching for strings containing a given ‘seed term’. 
For example, a cluster search based on the seed term  of  might fi nd 
multi-word units such as  in terms of, on account of, the context of  and 
so on. In this book, however, the term cluster is used for any frequent 
string of words; there is no seed term, and the only parameters are the 
length of the string and the minimum frequency. Thus, for us, the term 
is synonymous with ‘n-gram’ (see, for example, Gries, Newman and 
Shaoul,  2011 ) and ‘lexical bundle’ (see, for example, Biber,  2007 ). 

 All the words in the BAWE corpus have been annotated for part 
of speech, using the Constituent Likelihood Automatic Word-
tagging System (CLAWS). The version we used identifi es 137 part-of-
speech categories and subcategories, for example singular and plural 
common, locative and temporal nouns, singular and plural proper 
nouns, and singular and plural units of measurement. The words in 
the BAWE corpus have also been annotated for semantic category, 
using the UCREL  9   Semantic Analysis System (USAS). This system 
groups words in terms of 21 thesaurus-style categories, developed on 
the basis of those in the  Longman Lexicon of Contemporary English  
(McArthur,  1981 ). Details of the CLAWS system are provided in 
Garside and Smith ( 1997 ), and details of the USAS system are given in 
Archer et al. ( 2002 ). 

 Frequencies of words in some of the main USAS categories are pro-
vided in  Appendix 1.5 . Instructions on how to search for these fea-
tures in Sketch Engine are provided in Nesi and Thompson ( 2011 ). 
Semantic analysis is used in  Chapter 6 , with reference to Case Studies, 
Design Specifi cations, Proposals and Problem Questions. 

 Basic statistics, such as the average word length of assignments, 
the average number of sentences per assignment and the average sen-
tence length, were calculated from an Excel spreadsheet of the corpus 
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 16 Genres across the Disciplines

 holdings.  Table 1.5  provides statistics for each level of study pro-
duced by this means. These statistics clearly show how the average 
word length of assignments increases from Level 1 to 4, although 
average sentence and paragraph lengths do not increase. Assignments 
written at later levels of study contain more tables, fi gures and lists. 
The averages for formulae must be interpreted with caution, because 
there is very wide variation in their use. The range of formulae per 
assignment is 1–70 at Level 1 and 1–51 at Level 4, but at Levels 2 and 
3 there are 13 assignments containing more than 100 formulae, and 
three containing more than 800.  

 Basic statistics for each genre family will be discussed in the appro-
priate chapters, where we will see meaningful differences between, 
for instance, Essays and Critiques, in terms of block quotes versus 
fi gures. These statistics help us characterise the genres and point to 
features that analyses of individual texts can miss.     

 1.7     Insights from the analysis of our data 

 In this book we recognise that there are tensions between the 
demands of various participants in the student writing process. While 
all probably subscribe to the view that the act of writing is a means 
of developing skills and constructing knowledge, many students are 
equally if not more concerned to satisfy their course demands and 
gain the grades they need in order to graduate. They may also seek 
self- expression and personal development through their writing. 
Departments, on the other hand, will view student writing as a form 
of quality control, visible to internal and / or external assessors during 
institutional, departmental and course reviews, and a key element in 

 Table 1.5     BAWE corpus statistics   

   Average   
    Level      1      2      3      4   

   words per assignment     1782    2323    2637    2903  
   sentences per assignment     75    95    108    122  
   paragraphs per assignment     21    29    34    40  
   words per sentence     24.8    25.6    25.5    24.6  
   sentences per paragraph     4.8    4.6    4.5    3.7  
   tables     0.6    0.7    1.0    1.0  
   fi gures     1.0    1.2    2.1    2.0  
   block quotes     0.5    1.1    0.8    0.7  
   formulae     2.0    5.2    7.3    1.8  
   lists     0.4    0.5    0.6    1.6  
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the external examining system. Additionally, employers and profes-
sional bodies have their own requirements for student writing (see 
 Chapters 6 and 7 ) which departments are usually keen to accommo-
date to improve the employability of their students. 

 We have also noted a possible confl ict between the different 
requirements of different types of intended reader in some less tra-
ditional genres of student writing (see  Chapters 6  and  7 ). Students 
may be expected to write ostensibly for a professional colleague or a 
non-expert, whilst at the same time meeting the academic assessment 
criteria of the department which assigns the grade, and addressing 
their own personal learning and self-development needs. 

 However, whilst acknowledging possible tension between these 
demands, our data does not suggest that there is confl ict between 
the various participants in the communicative process. By and large 
employers, staff and students work together to enable each other’s 
demands to be met. The very wide range of genres we have identi-
fi ed in use across the disciplines, and the enthusiasm of lecturers to 
innovate, bear testimony to a genuine desire on the part of staff to 
accommodate the needs of students, the discipline, the professions 
and industry. It seems to us that any problems with the assessment 
process are less likely to arise because of intransigence on the part 
of participants, and more likely to be due to failure to adequately 
explain the nature of the relevant assignment genres. 

 In this book we therefore aim to promote a better understand-
ing of the diverse nature of writing in English university degree pro-
grammes. Our corpus does not represent every university discipline, 
and we do not provide detailed studies of every individual genre, but 
we do develop a framework for future researchers who might wish to 
make more detailed studies, using the BAWE corpus, another collec-
tion of student writing, or a combination of the two. We also hope 
that our genre family descriptions will be useful to those who teach 
academic writing for university study, especially by drawing attention 
to similarities and differences within families that have been obscured 
by departmental naming practices and were neglected in previous 
studies that have not been able to draw on such a large collection of 
textual evidence.     

 Notes  
 1.     ‘An investigation of genres of assessed writing in British higher education’, 

funded by the UK Economic and Social Research Council, 2004–2008 (RES-
000–23–0800) under the directorship of Hilary Nesi and Sheena Gardner 
(formerly of the Centre for Applied Linguistics [previously called CELTE], 
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University of Warwick), Paul Thompson (formerly of the Department of 
Applied Linguistics, University of Reading) and Paul Wickens (Westminster 
Institute of Education, Oxford Brookes University).   

 2.     Throughout this book the terms ‘lecturer’ and ‘tutor’ are used broadly to 
include professors, readers, teaching fellows and other academic tutors who 
set assignments for students.   

 3.     One outcome of the project ‘An investigation of genres of assessed writing in 
British higher education’, see Note 1.   

 4.     Although all the assignments in the BAWE corpus were given high marks, the 
writers were students, not experts, and the assignments were not edited to 
publication standard. For this reason the corpus does contain a few spelling 
and grammar mistakes. 

 5.     In 2009/10, 14 per cent of all undergraduate degrees awarded in the UK were 
fi rst class, i.e., included a majority of distinction grades (Higher Education 
Statistics Agency,  2011 ). 

   6.     In ethnography, a ‘thick’ description is a description not only of people’s 
behaviour, but also of its underlying meanings within their own culture.   

 7.     We use lower case to refer to concepts in general (e.g., explanation) 
and upper case to refer to genre families (e.g. Explanation genres, Essay 
genres).   

 8.     For an explanation of the statistic used to generate the score see  http://trac.
sketchengine.co.uk/wiki/SimpleMaths    

 9.     UCREL is the University Centre for Computer Corpus Research on Language, 
a research centre at Lancaster University in the UK.    
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