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	Abstract

	Internationalisation has brought a substantial number of students to the UK who require immediate guidance on the learning styles and assessment expectations of British universities. This case study looks at the implementation of genre-pedagogy on an undergraduate academic English unit.  The unit uses Swales’ (1990) idea of a discourse community to view the students as a group who are aspiring to become successful graduates.  The texts that are valued by this community are BA assessments and so the unit principally focuses on the genre expectations of one of the main undergraduate texts, the research dissertation.  Genre-pedagogy encourages students to deconstruct and construct texts by identifying their purposes, stages and grammatical realizations.  The ideas of discourse community, genre, and genre-pedagogy are all shown to be helpful in demystifying the expectations of UK HE. Submitted: July 2006.


	Background – contextual issues giving rise to the initiative



	Internationalisation has involved a large influx of foreign, mainly Chinese, undergraduates into the School of Languages and Area Studies (SLAS).  Many are direct entrants into the third year of BA courses.   To extract the full benefit from their UK HE experience, these students require immediate guidance on the culture of the University, the assessment regime, and the discourse requirements of their discipline. The SLAS Learning, Teaching and Assessment and Student Support Strategy articulates its main aim as “to provide high quality education…in both specialist and non-specialist programmes, in a responsive and flexible manner”. Key objectives of the strategy are to be relevant to students’ present and future needs and to align assessment to those needs.  This case study describes just one example of how this strategy is being put into practice.

One of the most successful innovations in the School is the English Plus suite of BAs. Targeted at international students, these courses combine content units with English language units.  The most popular BA in the suite, with 156 students graduating this year, is International Trade and English.  Degrees recruiting in 2006 combine English with Communication, Sports Management, Logistics, and Public Administration.  To support the learning experience of these international undergraduates, SLAS has adopted a genre-based pedagogy on the English units of these degrees.


	Description of activity or initiative



	The aim of the English unit is to provide students with opportunities to develop their English language skills in accordance with their needs as final year undergraduates. The unit, which enrols over 200 students each semester, provides 100 hours of study per semester including three hours a week of classroom activities.  The subject-specific language needs of the students are diverse, but are definable through the assessments that the students face in their content units.  In addition to the English language units, a common component of English Plus degrees is the Independent Project, a two-semester, research methods course which culminates in a 5,000-word dissertation. The academic English required to compose the dissertation is a key target for the English unit, as it enables the students to meet some of their current language needs, to develop skills which they can transfer to other assessments, and to develop a foundation for (the main goal of many of the students) Masters level study in the Portsmouth Business School.

The academic English unit underwent a root-and-branch review two years ago.  It moved from a traditional grammar-translation model to one which conceptualizes the students as forming a discourse community (Swales, 1990) of university graduates.  It takes as a primary focus the assessed texts of that community.  The unit has introduced a systemic functional linguistics (SFL) approach to language. Within that tradition, Martin (1999) defines genre as a staged, goal-oriented, social process. The unit uses a genre-based learning and teaching cycle in which students start by looking at the context of a text, go on to the deconstruction of text-models, jointly construct texts and, finally, individually construct their own (Feez, 2002).

The unit uses a number of SFL descriptive tools. It draws on the distinction between macro-genres, complex texts such as literature reviews; and micro-genres, smaller units like introductions and explanations.  Each genre is labelled with its academic purpose within the discourse community and the stages which it passes through to achieve that purpose. The unit makes use of periodicity, the flow and packaging of information through the text, to teach Theme and Rheme and Given and New information and to develop the idea of HyperTheme (topic sentence), Macrotheme (introduction), and Key Theme (thesis statement).  Work is done on unpacking nominalizations and complex clause structure.  Materials on systems of appraisal, particularly in reporting the work of others’, are currently under development. The plethora of terms surrounding these tools will be commented on below.

Two points about the teaching-cycle are of particular note.  First, the deconstruction of texts provides students with genuinely transferable discourse analysis skills.  The ability to see a text as socially constructed and as having predictable stages is one that can be carried into other assessments and indeed into the world of work. Second, the joint construction of a text helps with understanding the genre conventions, process writing, and grammar and spelling.
A collection of published and in-house material is being assembled which takes the students through the process of writing a dissertation using SFL and genre-pedagogy.  The material is stored electronically to allow individual lecturers to share, adapt, and supplement where they feel necessary.




	Evaluative comments



	Students are surveyed using a questionnaire on the value of each unit and have reported satisfaction with the new approach. More detailed evaluation has been collected using an on-line discussion of the material using a page in a virtual learning environment.  This has been especially useful in balancing genre-pedagogy with other student needs. For example, although lecturers felt that the unit had quite enough sentence level exercises, students called for more; these are being supplied through the VLE and external links.  Targeting assessments was found to be prima facie instrumentally motivating, but it also gave a deeper coherence and purpose to individual language points.  Project work ‘pours purpose into the activity’ of composing a text and was seen to help students understand the reasons for writing in an academic way. Similarly, the concepts of periodicity, once the basic identification criteria are understood, provided teachers and learners with a way of approaching the organization of that information.

A drawback with the new approach is the proliferation of terminology.  Both staff and students complain of the burden of new terms which SFL brings with it. However, the need to name and distinguish parts of a text in a way that is backed up in the literature is seen as empowering.




	Advice to others



	Moving from one description of language to another is a step change in a language course.  Such change can, of course, be resisted.  SFL can be perceived as intimidating by many EFL/EAP practitioners and is often seen principally as part of discourse analysis or worse 'linguistics'.  As a result, its tools of analysis have been slow in catching on in language teaching.  Convincing teachers of the power of SFL is, therefore, a change management challenge.  The approach adopted in UoP was to move incrementally from known to unknown.  Text-types such as situation-problem-solution-evaluation are familiar, genres such as ‘explanation’ are less so.  However, genres are set above text-types only by being linked to a social purpose and this has been relatively easy to conceptualize.  Substituting 'topic sentence' with 'hypertheme' is easy although it does require the rationale of being linked with the other levels of theme. It is, admittedly, a kind of gestalt switch that many teachers who 'did Halliday on the MA' find problematic.

Here are four suggestions for anyone thinking of adding genre-pedagogy to their units:

Expect the course to take a couple of years to 'bed in'.  Our teachers felt much happier the second time around.  Indeed, seeing the unit through from beginning to end seemed to be a requirement of understanding for both students and teachers.  To accelerate this process, time is now spent at the beginning of the course looking at the project as a whole and at texts at different stages of development.

Engender student discussion on the purpose of the materials and individual tasks. This can be done through an on-line discussion board or in the classroom.
Use terminology sparingly and link it with its more natural meaning.  For example, ‘abstract’ and 'orientation' as stages in a narrative can be linked to their more familiar uses as the summary of an academic paper and the things you need to know in the first week at a new university.

Make space for the time-consuming deconstruction and construction of texts in the classroom by putting sentence-level exercises on-line or use external links.  




	Reflection/any other comments



	What is good for international students can also be good for home students.  Genre descriptions and genre-pedagogy is currently being adopted by the History department’s study skills unit.  In that partner project, lecturers were filmed being interviewed about the genre, stages and purposes of their assessment tasks.  The films and the description of the assessments are useful for all.
A longer account of using genre on the SLAS English Plus courses can be found in Wrigglesworth (forthcoming).

Hyland (2004) and Paltridge (2001) are useful descriptions of the theory and application of genre pedagogy.

At UoP, we are just starting to reap the benefits of these new and powerful tools of student support.  We see it as a move away from a pedagogic approach to EAP which focuses on sentence level errors rather than looking at discipline-specific discourse participation.
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