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Abstract: Source use by L2 writers is a significant topic of research in L2 writing. However, scant
attention has been given to source use by undergraduate post-novice L2 writers. In contrast to
undergraduate novice L2 writers who have just arrived at university and who often have little
knowledge of source use and academic writing, undergraduate post-novice L2 writers are those
who have achieved some proficiency in source use in academic writing assignments and have got
some experience of writing from sources as they progress in their university studies (Keck, 2014;
Wette, 2017). In this study, we examined source use by Chinese Year 3 undergraduate EFL writers
through an analysis of their source use in essays and their perceptions of the challenges and strategies.
The instances of source use in essays written by the students (N = 59) were analyzed in terms of
source-use types, accuracy, and functions, which were then compared with those by novice and
highly experienced writers in other studies. A subset of the students (N = 25) were interviewed
to understand their perceptions of the challenges and the strategies in their source-based writing
processes. The analysis of the students’ essays revealed that 71.4% of the instances of source use
were paraphrases, and the majority of the instances of source use were of satisfactory quality, while a
small portion were of poor quality, including exact copying (i.e., plagiarism), patchwriting, omitting
references, or misrepresenting source information. The students used sources primarily to introduce
or illustrate a point. An analysis of the interviews showed that the students had difficulty in searching
for, understanding, and integrating sources and that they employed various strategies to cope with
these challenges. This study enriches our understanding of undergraduate post-novice L2 writers’
abilities and the successive challenges when writing from sources, which has implications for the
development of academic writing instruction and which will help students address these challenges
and facilitate the sustainable development of their abilities to write from sources.

Keywords: source use; challenges; strategies; undergraduate post-novice EFL writers

1. Introduction

Source use by second language (L2) writers has been a topic of long-standing interest
in the field of second language writing. In recent decades, as a result of substantial
relevant research, inappropriate source use by novice L2 writers has increasingly been
reconceptualized as a reflection of a developmental stage of academic literacy [1,2] and
a revelation of the difficulties that they encounter [3], rather than textual plagiarism [4]
or transgressive intertextuality [5]. Due to this reconceptualization, attention has been
increasingly paid to the novice L2 writers’ choices of source-use types [6–9] and their
views on challenges [3,10,11] and strategies [12–17] when writing from sources, with the
primary goal of providing instruction to help the students hone this core, complicated, and
advanced academic literacy [18,19].
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Most previous research has focused on the appropriateness of source use by under-
graduate novice L2 writers in integrated L2 writing tests and disciplinary L2 writing
assignments at English-medium universities. However, the issue of whether undergrad-
uate novice L2 writers make progress in writing from sources during their subsequent
university studies remains largely underexplored. Undergraduate novice L2 writers are
those undergraduate inexperienced L2 writers who have just arrived at university and
who often have little knowledge of source use in academic writing and little experience
of writing from sources [1,3,18,19]. In contrast to undergraduate novice L2 writers, under-
graduate post-novice L2 writers are those who have achieved some proficiency in source
use in academic writing assignments and have accumulated some experience of writing
from sources as they advance beyond the first two or three years of their undergraduate
studies [3,18]. Although it is difficult to give precise definitions of “undergraduate novice
L2 writers” and “undergraduate post-novice L2 writers”, as students who have progressed
in their university studies may greatly vary in their level of ability and perceptions of
source-based writing, it is necessary to examine and understand the current abilities of
this group of L2 writers and their needs for instruction. Furthermore, there has also been a
paucity of naturalistic research on source use by a large cohort of undergraduate L2 writers
outside of English-dominated educational contexts and societies [19]. To contribute to the
literature on this group of students and to gain insights into providing better, beneficial
instruction, guidelines, and practice, this study examined source use by a group of fifty-nine
Chinese Year 3 undergraduate EFL writers who have obtained some experience of writing
from sources in English. It combined a detailed textual analysis of the students’ essays with
text-based interviews with the students.

2. Review of the Literature
2.1. L2 Writers’ Abilities to Write from Sources: Source-Use Types, Functions, and Accuracy

A substantial body of relevant research has focused on different types and patterns of
source use adopted by novices in integrated L2 writing tasks (i.e., L2 reading-to-write tasks
or integrated L2 reading/writing assessments). Some comparative studies have revealed
the significant roles played by text difficulty [20], writing proficiency [21], linguistic back-
ground [8,22,23], and task type [8] in the students’ choices of source-use types, including
direct quotations, exact copy (i.e., plagiarism), paraphrases, and summaries. For example,
Keck’s [23] analysis of four types of paraphrasing in summaries written by L1 and L2 writ-
ers demonstrated that L2 writers more frequently copied extensively from sources and that
L1 writers more often revised the source language moderately or substantially. However,
in contrast to the findings reported in the above-listed studies, some research on source use
in integrated L2 writing tests has found that the participants’ choices of source-use types
were generally similar across English proficiency levels and linguistic backgrounds [24–26].
For example, Hyland’s [24] analysis of 125 first-year undergraduates’ essays found few
differences between the L1 and L2 writers’ source use and that vague references, patchwrit-
ing, and confusion between paraphrases and quotations were common among both L1 and
L2 writers. Weigle and Parker [26] examined source use in essays written by L2 writers
with low, intermediate-low, intermediate-high, and high English language proficiency and
discovered that both the topics and the language proficiency had a limited effect on the
participants’ source use and their patterns of textual borrowing. Though these conclusions
are inclusive, these studies shed profound light on undergraduate L2 writers’ employment
of source-use types in writing.

Previous research has not only paid attention to students’ choices of source-use types
in integrated L2 writing tests but has also given prominence to their decisions about source-
use types and the purposes for source use in disciplinary L2 writing assignments and
dissertations. Some of the studies have reported that the participants often relied on direct
quotations [2,27,28], patchwriting [1,29], and sentence-level paraphrasing [29] and that
they used sources to serve a limited range of functions in writing [6,10,30,31], all of which
indicated the novice L2 writers’ limited abilities to write from sources.
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Over recent years, the issue of source-use accuracy in source-based writing has aroused
researchers’ interest. According to previous research [3,10,19,32], an instance of source
use is coded as accurate if it correctly represents the information or ideas in the original
text, including both the reporting of facts and the conveying of concepts, ideas, and argu-
ments. Researchers have increasingly explored aspects of source use (e.g., source-use types,
functions, and quality) by novice L2 writers [6,10,17,32]. For example, Neumann et al. [10]
examined the source-use types, accuracy, and functions in 128 essays written by 73 first-
year L2 writers. They [10] found that the participants employed the method of indirect
source-use (i.e., paraphrases and summaries) with or without citations most frequently
and that their source use was of moderate quality. The study also reported that the partici-
pants mainly used source information to introduce and elaborate on an idea. Additionally,
Uludag et al. [32] investigated the source use in 111 essays written by undergraduate L2
writers, including the amount of source use, the language used to represent the source
information, and the accuracy of the representation of the source information. They [32]
found that the majority of students substantially reformulated source information and
accurately expressed the meaning of source information in essays.

To date, the majority of prior studies have provided a detailed description of inex-
perienced L2 writers’ abilities to write from sources under controlled conditions or in
natural settings, while their subsequent development of these abilities remains largely
underexplored [3]. Specifically, little is known about the current abilities of undergraduate
post-novice L2 writers who have shown some proficiency in source use in writing but have
not yet acquired the abilities to write from sources.

2.2. L2 Writers’ Strategies Used in the Source-Based Writing Processes

A line of studies has described a range of complex cognitive skills that L2 writers
employ when reading and integrating sources in writing [18]. For example, through an
analysis of an undergraduate L2 writer’s logs and stimulated recalls, Ruiz-Funes [33]
discovered that the participant iteratively deployed the following strategies: synthesizing,
monitoring, structuring, elaborating, planning, writing, revising, and editing. Through
think-aloud protocols and retrospective interviews, Yang and Shi [16] explored how six
master’s students engaged in the process of writing a summary. They found [16] that
the participants recursively engaged in six writing sub-processes to differing degrees,
including the sub-processes of verbalizing what is being written, planning to write a
summary, referring to sources, reading what has been written, reviewing their written
summaries, and commenting on sources. Plakans and Gebril [34] used a mixed-methods
approach to explore undergraduate L2 students’ processes of integrated L2 writing tests.
They [34] revealed that students used the strategies of translating, summarizing, and
rereading to improve their understanding and used sources to help develop their ideas, to
shape their opinions, to support their language choices, and to organize the structure of
their writing.

Some studies have focused on students’ reading processes and have found that reading
strategies exerted an important effect on students’ processes of and performance in writing
from sources [13,15,35]. For example, McCulloch [13] examined two L2 postgraduate
students’ reading processes and found that the participants differed in the ways that
they elaborated on sources and drew inferences about sources as well as in the ways that
they made intertextual connections across sources. He [13] concluded that the students’
decisions about source use occurred early in their reading processes, which might lead to
their different levels of source engagement later in their writing processes. Plakans [15]
used think-aloud protocols and interviews to explore the reading strategies used by twelve
non-native English students who composed an integrated L2 writing task. She [15] divided
the students’ reading strategies into five categories: goal-setting for reading given sources,
cognitive processing, global strategies, metacognitive strategies, and mining strategies.
Cognitive-processing strategies, also referred to as local or bottom-up reading strategies, are
word-level comprehension strategies, such as rereading words or slowing the reading pace.
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Global strategies are global comprehensive strategies, such as skimming to understand the
gist or recognizing the text structure. Metacognitive strategies concern the students’ high-
level processing of given sources and their self-regulating of their reading processes, such
as by recognizing lack of comprehension or confirming understanding. Mining strategies
involve the students’ rereading of given sources to select information to use in writing,
such as by rescanning sources for ideas to use in writing. In the study, she [15] found
that cognitive-processing strategies were most often used, followed by global and mining
strategies. She [15] also uncovered that high-scoring students used more mining and global
strategies, suggesting that reading is integral to the process and performance of integrated
L2 writing tasks. Yamada [35] analyzed 54 summaries written by 27 Japanese English-major
students and found that a higher degree of inferential thinking when reading helped the
writers better reorganize source information.

Moreover, research has also found that the processes of source reading and integration
were interactive and interdependent [36], which entailed a hybrid cognitive operation of
comprehending and constructing [37,38] and involved higher-order shared or overlapping
skills and processes of reading and writing [39]. For example, the studies by Plakans [14]
and Yang [40] both investigated the process of integrated L2 writing tasks and discovered
that the participants deployed the strategies of organizing, selecting, and connecting in both
their reading and their writing processes, providing support for the construct of discourse
synthesis [41].

2.3. L2 Writers’ Perceptions of Challenges in the Source-Based Writing Processes

Previous studies have identified the challenges that undergraduate novice L2 writers
face when reading and integrating sources to write. When reading sources, L2 writers,
particularly those with low L2 reading abilities and/or low L2 language proficiencies, have
difficulty understanding source texts [36,42,43], identifying the main points, information,
and ideas within sources [21,44], and selecting appropriate information from sources into
their writing [10]. Reading sources to write a research paper in L2 seems challenging
for many L2 writers as they may be overwhelmed by the amount and word length of
the reading materials [45,46]. Furthermore, when integrating sources into L2 writing,
novices have trouble paraphrasing and summarizing source information [10]. This may
be due to internal factors, such as the students’ failure to fully understand the value of
paraphrasing [27], limitations in linguistic resources and in paraphrasing skills [3,47],
and incomplete understanding of source texts [1,29]. It may also be caused by external
factors, such as time constraints [2,17] and workload pressure [17]. Finally, L2 writers may
feel uncertain about the difference between their own ideas and the source content [17].
Consequently, these challenges often lead to their overreliance on direct quotations, exact
copying, and/or patchwriting when writing from sources.

2.4. Effect of Instruction and Experience on L2 Writers’ Performance in Writing from Sources

In their synthesis of research of writing from sources, Cummings et al. [18] claimed
that students’ abilities to write from sources varied according to such factors as content
knowledge, domain knowledge, writing and, educational experiences. In particular, the
students’ proficiency in source use in academic writing usually develops gradually as
they progress in their undergraduate studies [3,48–50], through instruction, learning, and
experience [51–53]. Empirical studies have observed the importance of academic writing
instruction and experience to L2 writers’ performance in writing from sources [25,51–53].
For example, through detailed textual analysis of essays written before and after instruction,
Wette [52] uncovered a significant increase in the incidence of accurate summaries and a
decrease in the proportion of copying (i.e., plagiarism), although students’ efforts to use
sources were sometimes not successful. Keck [25] analyzed 227 summaries written by
undergraduate L1 writers of English and L2 writers and found that in both the L1 and
L2 groups, novice writers more often copied verbatim from sources than their peers with
more years of experience in writing. Through textual analysis and interviews, Sun [53]
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examined source use in research papers written by first-year and second-year master’s
students and found group differences in their choices of source-use types. The results of her
study [53] revealed that owing to instruction and their experience in academic writing, the
group of second-year master’s students had higher levels of citing awareness and domain
knowledge, which led to the higher incidence of direct quotations and paraphrases in their
papers. The influence of experience can also be discovered in the rhetorical purposes for
which L2 writers’ use sources. For example, through textual analysis of published research
papers and interviews with scholars, Hyland [54] and Mansourizadeh, and Ahmad [55]
both found that published scholars used summaries with citations for a variety of rhetorical
purposes. In contrast, research has reported that inexperienced L2 writers seldom interacted
with sources [3] and employed sources primarily to display knowledge by attributing
knowledge, information, a finding, or an idea to a particular source [6,9,30,31].

3. Methodologies of Previous Studies of Source Use by L2 Writers

The research on the L2 students’ use of sources can be divided into two types. The
first one is to do with controlled studies using integrated L2 writing tasks (i.e., L2 reading-
to-write tasks or integrated L2 reading/writing assessments). In the controlled studies,
L2 writers are asked to read and use sources given by researchers to write an argumentative
essay or summary under test or test-like conditions, e.g., [6–10,14,16]. The second one is
to do with naturalistic studies, which are studies of take-home writing [22] or studies in
academic writing in naturalistic settings, in which L2 writers read and use self-selected
sources for an academic writing assignment, e.g., [17,31,33,45,46].

Most of the studies to date have focused on either the source-based written products or
the processes by L2 writers engaged in integrated L2 writing tasks or disciplinary L2 writing
assignments. They have mostly relied on textual analysis to investigate L2 writers’ use of
sources in written products, e.g., [1,2,6,8,9], and think-aloud protocols, interviews, or logs
to examine L2 writers’ processes of source-based writing, e.g., [1,3,10,14–16,45]. Moreover,
they have often combined text-based interviews to elicit the participants’ perspectives and
experiences when writing from sources in L2, e.g., [1,3,10]. In terms of textual analysis,
the aspects of students’ use of sources (e.g., source-use types, functions, accuracy, and
sources) are analyzed, e.g., [3,6–10,32]. Source-use types are identified and coded according
to the students’ linguistic modifications of the source information to differing degrees and
whether they provide a reference to an instance of source use, based on which source-use
functions are further analyzed. Source-use accuracy is coded and analyzed in terms of
whether the meaning of the source information or the ideas are accurately represented,
e.g., [3,10,19,32].

Given the methods used in the majority of prior relevant studies, this study adopted
textual analysis and text-based interviews to investigate both the source-based written
products and the writing processes.

4. Rationale and Aims

As shown in the previous discussion of the relevant research, few studies of L2 writers’
source use have been concerned with undergraduate post-novice L2 writers. Undergrad-
uate post-novice L2 writers can be described as those who have advanced beyond the
first two or three years of their undergraduate studies and who have demonstrated some
proficiency in source use in academic writing and have accumulated some experience of
writing source-based disciplinary assignments [3,48]. The majority of these students might
have received academic writing instruction, including a unit on source use, during their
undergraduate studies [3,48]. As previous empirical studies have found that academic
writing instruction and experience exerted an influence on L2 writers’ performance in
writing using sources, e.g., [48,49,51–53], this group of L2 writers may make strides to some
extent in their abilities to write from sources and may vary in their understanding of source
use and development of paraphrasing skills [3,25,48]. Therefore, their current abilities
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to write from sources and instructional needs need to be better understood to provide
additional academic writing instruction as well as enhance the quality of the instruction.

The main purpose of this present study was to examine source use by Chinese Year
3 undergraduate EFL writers in an English writing assignment. It investigated their
abilities to write from sources through examining aspects of source use (e.g., source-use
types, accuracy, and functions) in their English essays and comparing their source use with
that of highly experienced and novice writers in other studies, as well as eliciting their
perceptions of challenges and strategies in their source-based writing processes. It was
guided by the following three research questions:

(1) What is the level of ability of the undergraduate EFL writers in source-based writing
in terms of source-use types, functions, and accuracy?

(2) What challenges do the undergraduate EFL writers face in their source-based writ-
ing processes?

(3) What strategies do the undergraduate EFL writers employ in their source-based
writing processes?

5. Methods

This was a naturalistic study of source use by Chinese Year 3 undergraduate EFL
writers at a comprehensive university in China. We aimed to investigate the students’ use
of self-selected sources in an English writing assignment and their views on the challenges
and strategies. To enhance our findings, we adopted a mixed-methods approach [56].
Qualitative methods were used to analyze the interviews with the students, while counting
the number of source-use types, the accuracy scores of the source use, and the frequencies of
source-use functions in the students’ essays accounted for the quantitative part of the study.

5.1. Research Context and Participants

This study was conducted at Quanzhou Normal University, a public institution lo-
cated in southeast China with an enrolment of approximately 200 undergraduates majoring
in English annually. At this university, English majors need to complete language- and
culture-related courses, such as English Listening, Oral English, English Grammar, English
Writing, English Intensive Reading, English Extensive Reading, Translation, An Introduc-
tion to Linguistics, British Literature, and American Literature. Of these courses, English
Writing, An Introduction to Linguistics, British Literature, American Literature and Culture
of English-Speaking Countries often use a combination of instructional lectures, reading
materials, and source-based writing assignments. Particularly, the writing courses, includ-
ing Basic English Writing and Advanced English Writing, totaled 144 h of instruction and
were compulsory from the third semester to the sixth semester over Year 2 and Year 3. In
these two writing courses, students are often asked to write essays on a given topic every
month, most of which are source-based essays of about 600 to 1200 words.

This study took place in the fifth semester, 2021. The participants of this study were
all Year 3 English majors who began to take the course of Advanced English Writing
throughout the fifth semester, 2021. The students in this study were contacted through
their instructors.

Of the approximately 130 Year 3 English majors that we approached, a total of fifty-
nine students (fifty-three female and six male), aged between 20 and 22, volunteered to take
part in the study. All the participants gave their written consent to allow their writing be
used anonymously as data in this study and agree to be interviewed after the completion
of their writing. They all spoke Mandarin as their first language, commenced learning
English at primary school and had over 13 years’ experience of English learning. None of
them had ever traveled abroad.

Based on the participants’ grades on two of China’s national standardized English tests,
the TEM-4 (Test for English Majors Band 4) and the CET-6 (College English Test Band 6),
their language proficiency can be described as being in the lower-intermediate (twelve
students), intermediate (twenty-three students), upper-intermediate (eighteen students),
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and advanced levels (six students). All the participants had successfully completed the
course of Basic English Writing over Year 2, which included instruction on source use. Their
grades on the source-based writing assignment for this course varied from B+ (75–79%)
to A+ (95–100%), and their grades on this course of Basic English Writing varied from
B+ (75–79%) to A (85–94%). They had also successfully completed 11 disciplinary courses
that included source-based writing assignments. In accordance with the definition of
undergraduate post-novice L2 writers made, as all the participants of this study had
received academic writing instruction, acquired some proficiency in source use in writing
assignments, and had some experience in source-based writing, these participants can be
described as undergraduate post-novice EFL writers.

5.2. Data Collection

During the end of September 2021, the instructor of Advanced English Writing asked
the students in the study to complete a source-based writing assignment on a given topic,
China’s Fight against COVID-19 Winning International Fame, and submit it via e-mail within
two weeks. The assignment required the students to write an expository essay of about
700–900 words in English, in which the students were asked to use self-selected sources
to summarize the effective measures taken by China to contain the pandemic and the
international praise for China’s efforts as well as express their opinions on the topic. It also
asked the students to acknowledge their use of sources by providing a reference to the
author and a reference list of the sources used. The first researcher obtained the writing
prompt and the requirements from the instructor, which are shown in Appendix A.

Moreover, the instructor informed the students that the quality of their source-based
essays would be scored to evaluate three aspects of source-based writing: (a) holistic
ratings of content development in terms of ideas and logic, language use, and structural
organization (as in English proficiency tests); (b) source-use accuracy in terms of whether
the source information was accurately represented; and (c) the extent of verbatim copying
from the sources (i.e., the extent of plagiarism and patchwriting in their essays).

Three weeks after the students in the study had been given the assignment, they sent
their scored essays and the sources used to the first researcher via e-mail. The number
of essays was fifty-nine and the essay length ranged from 703 to 1075 words, with an
average of 783 words (SD = 87.7). The essays were marked by their instructors. Their
grades on the assignment ranged from B+ (75–79%) to A (85–94%), and the average grade
was A− (80–84%).

During the study period, text-based interviews were conducted to explore and under-
stand the students’ perspectives of their source-based writing processes and source use
in written products. From the cohort of the participants who had indicated their willing-
ness to be interviewed on their written consent, 25 students were randomly selected to
participate in the interviews. Each volunteer student was interviewed once. The time of
the interviews was set after the students’ submission of their scored essays and sources.
Each interview was conducted by the first researcher at a location chosen by the students.
Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 min. The scored essays and sources that had
been previously sent to the first researcher were used during the interviews to aid the
students’ reflection of their source-based writing processes and source use in essays. The
interviews were guided by open-ended questions, which allowed the students to share their
thoughts about the writing task requirements, the challenges they had faced in their writing
processes, and the strategies they had used to search for and locate sources, understand
and process sources, paraphrase, and integrate relevant information in their essays, as
well as their choices of source-use types and the reasons and purposes for the source use.
Guided questions are shown in Appendix B. All the interviews were audio-recorded and
subsequently transcribed.
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5.3. Data Analysis
5.3.1. Textual Analysis of Source Use in Essays

We manually identified the instances of source use in all the participants’ essays. As
all the participants provided a reference list in their essays and provided the sources they
had used, it was possible to locate and underline the instances of source use through
the participants’ reference to the authors’ names and years of publication and through
comparisons between the instances of source use in the participants’ essays and the sources
they had used.

The total number of the instances of source use in essays by all the participants was 440.
We developed and refined each coding scheme to analyze the following aspects of students’
source use in essays: (1) source-use types, (2) accuracy of the source information used, and
(3) functions of the source information used.

Source-use Types: We adapted the coding scheme of source-use types from Gebril and
Plakans [21] and Neumann et al. [10] and identified source-use types in terms of the extent
of verbatim copying from sources (e.g., plagiarism, patchwriting) as well the extent of the
reformulation of the source information using the students’ own words. We developed
the coding scheme of source-use types in the students’ essays in two steps. Initially, it
comprised four broad categories: direct quotations (defined as strings of words copied
with quotation marks), exact copying (i.e., plagiarism, which was defined as extensive
copying from sources and without quotation marks), patchwriting (defined as revisions
of sentences from sources by revising clause structures, using synonyms, or blending the
students’ own words with short strings of words copied), and paraphrases (defined as
reformulations of source information using the students’ own words). Due to the blurry
boundaries between paraphrase and summary [27], the summaries in the students’ essays
were coded as paraphrases. Then, based on whether an instance of source use was cited,
we further divided these source-use categories into eight subcategories: direct quotations
with or without reference; exact copying with or without reference; patchwriting with or
without reference; and paraphrases with or without reference. We also coded the instance
of source use with implicit citation where the students referred to an original source text in
one sentence and continued to use chunks of information from the same source text in the
following sentence. The complete coding scheme is shown in Table 1.

Source-use Accuracy: While conducting the analysis of source use in the students’
essays, we found that the students sometimes misunderstood, omitted, exaggerated, or
distorted the meaning of source information. For example, if the source text indicated that
some neighboring countries praised China for its efforts to fight against the pandemic of
COVID-19, the writers might conclude that China received high praise from the majority of
foreign countries globally, even though the source text did not mention it. For that reason,
we adopted the two-point scale developed by Neumann et al. [10] to assess source-use
accuracy in the students’ essays, as follows:

2: Accurate representation of the source text (e.g., correctly reporting facts or repre-
senting the meaning of the source information or ideas);

1: Somewhat accurate representation of the source text (e.g., accurately conveying the
meaning of the source information, with some errors in grammar but comprehensible to
a reader; accurately conveying part of the meaning of the source information, with some
of the meaning of the source information omitted; somewhat exaggerating the intended
meaning of the source information);

0: Misrepresentation of the source text (e.g., fabricating facts; distorting the meaning
of the source information).

Source-use Functions: We first differentiated whether the source information used
was relevant to the essay. If it was relevant, we then analyzed the function it served in the
essays. Based on the coding scheme of Neumann et al. [10] and Wette [3,17], we developed
and refined the coding scheme of the source-use functions to the present study, as follows:

Introduction of a point: The students drew on a source to introduce a point.
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Table 1. Coding categories for analysis of source-use types.

Code Description Source Text, with Information/Language Used
in an Example Underlined

Example, with the Instances of
Source Use Underlined

Direct quotation with reference

Strings of words copied with
quotation marks and with reference

to the author or the source of
information

“This is a very good public health
practice”, said Dr. Michael Ryan.

(Hua Xia, 19 February 2020)

In a report issued by Hua Xia with
Xinhua News Agency on

19 February 2020,
Dr. Michael Ryan stated that
“This is a verygood public

health practice”. (Student 23)

Direct quotation
without reference

Strings of words copied with
quotation marks but without

reference to the author or the source
of information

“Those measures on movement restriction
have delayed the dissemination of the

outbreak by two or three days
within China, and two or three weeks

outside China”, said Sylvie Briand, head of the
WHO’s Global Infectious Hazard Preparedness
division.(Chinese Global Television Network,

19 February 2020)

“Those measures on movement
restriction havedelayed the

disseminationof the outbreak by
two or three dayswithin China,

and two or three weeks
outside China”. (Student 11)

Exact copying with reference

Extensive copying without
quotation mark; with reference to

the author or the source
of information

The measures taken by China have
effectively prevented the spread of
the epidemic caused by the novel

coronavirus (COVID-19). (Chinese Global
Television Network, 19 February 2020)

According to an article published by
CGTN on 19 February 2020,

the measures taken by China have
effectively prevented the spread of
the epidemic caused by the novel

coronavirus (COVID-19). (Student 58)

Exact copying
without reference

Extensive copying without
quotation mark; without reference

to the author or the source
of information

“It has become a public consensus that
isolation is the most effective measure

to prevent the spread of the virus
before a vaccine is developed”. (Hu, 2020, p. 37)

It has become a public consensus
that isolation is the most effective

measure to prevent the spread
of the virus before a vaccine
is developed. (Student 11)

Patchwriting with reference

Revisions of sentences from sources
by revising clause structures, using
synonyms, or blending the students’

own words with short strings of
words copied; with reference to the
author or the source of information

The World Health Organization (WHO) said
Tuesday that

measures to restrict people’s movement
in China amid the COVID-19 outbreak

are a correct strategic and tactical approach.
(Hua Xia, 19 February 2020)

In a report issued by Hua Xia with
Xinhua News Agency on

19 February 2020, the World Health
Organization said that

China’s actions during COVID-19
are a right strategy and tactic.

(Student 38)

Patchwriting without reference

Revisions of sentences from sources
by revising clause structures, using
synonyms, or blending the students’

own words with short strings of
words copied; without reference to

the author or the source
of information

The government emphasized that
people’s lives and health must come first. (Xi,

2020, p.8)

Furthermore,
the government stressed that it

would put the lives of the people
in the first place. (Student 21)

Paraphrase with reference

Reformulations of source
information using the students’s
own words; with reference to the

author or the source of information

“Boldest action should include community
action: Thinking that this does not concern me
is not an option”, Kluge added.(Meredith, S.,

17 March 2020)

Meredith S. reported on 17 March 2020
that Kluge advised that every

community join in the fight against
the epidemic, for the prevention and

control of the epidemic was every
person’s responsibility. (Student 17)

Paraphrase with
implicit reference

Reference to an original source in
one paraphrased sentence and

continued paraphrases of sentence
from the same source in the

following sentence

UN Secretary-General Guterres said that “From
the start, the World Health Organization

provided factual information and scientific
guidance that should have been the basis for a

coordinated global response. Unfortunately,
many of these recommendations were not

followed. Additionally, in some circumstances,
there was a rejection of facts and an ignoring of

the guidance”. (Zamir, A.A., 2020, p.1)

Guterres, who was UN
Secretary-General, expressed his

concerns for the situation and said
that WHO had strived to release
relevant information and provide
support. Many countries failed to
accept what had happened and

refused to take the advice provided by
WHO. (Student 41)

Paraphrase without reference

Reformulations of source
information using the students’

own words; without reference to the
author or the source of information

The United Nations health agency has advised
all countries to adopt a mix of interventions

based on an analysis of the local situation and
context, with containment as a major pillar.

(Meredith, S., 17 March 2020)

All countries around the world should
attach great importance to

containment of the pandemic and
combine various measures on the

basis of their own conditions.
(Student 7)

Repetition of a point: The students repeated a point introduced in a previous instance
of the source use.

Example: The students used source information to illustrate a point.
Elaboration: The students used source information to elaborate on a point men-

tioned previously.

5.3.2. Analysis of Interview Data

The interview transcripts were analyzed thematically by reading and rereading the
participants’ responses about their source use in the written products and writing processes.
The initial round of coding was to capture the main themes. The identification of the main
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themes was primarily coded and grouped by the research and interview questions, with
the themes or categories identified previously in the related literature used as a frame of
reference. For the second research question, the framework in Neumann et al. [10] was
adopted and refined, while for the third research question, the categories from Wette [3,17]
were used and developed. The second round of coding was to identify the sub-categories
of each main theme. The two researchers coded the interview data independently and
then discussed to solve disagreements about the thematic codes. The final version of
the thematic codes included “challenges faced in the source-based processes”, “search
strategies “, “reading strategies”, and “source-integration strategies”, each of which was
then divided into subcategories. To ensure intra-rater reliability, one L2 writing expert,
whose positive feedback and advice contributed to the data analysis process, was invited
to appraise the coding scheme. The final version of the coding scheme is shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Coding categories for analysis of interview data.

Code Definition Example Extracts from the Interviews

1. Challenges faced Difficulty encountered I feel that paraphrasing is difficult.
2. Search strategies

Defining search terms Formulating keywords to search I extracted keywords from the
writing prompt.

Evaluating search results Scanning search results to locate sources I read titles and introductions of sources
at the search results page.

Evaluating sources Selecting a source to use in writing or
abandoning it after skimming

I found these sources useless and closed
them down.

3. Reading strategies

Understanding the gist Understanding and generalizing the gist
of a source

I found the source was about China’s
transport control.

Identifying important information Focusing on key information within
a source

I noticed the isolation measure in the
source. I felt it was very important.

Making comparisons across sources Noticing the links between information
across sources

I found these sources were all concerned
with positive comments. For example, I

noted that many countries expressed
their compliments. Then I thought of

Singapore’s praise for China, so I
returned to the source to compare.

Focusing on a phrase for use Noticing a phrase and thinking of using it
later in the writing

I noticed the phrase “cut off” and thought
of reusing it later in my writing.

Focusing on a sentence for use Noticing a sentence and thinking of using
it later in the writing

The sentence denotes the decrease in
patients. I then decided to reuse it in

my writing.

Using electronic tools Using electronic tools to facilitate reading I used Google Translate to help quickly
understand the source.

4. Source-integration strategies

Making an outline Making an outline to facilitate
source integration

I occasionally switched between
windows to draw up an outline.

Vocabulary-level paraphrasing Borrowing words/phrases from a source
to use in writing

I borrowed the phrase “under control”
from the source.

Sentence-level paraphrasing
Paying attention to summary sentences in

sources and paraphrasing them
in writing

I intentionally searched for summary
sentences in a source to paraphrase.

6. Results

In this section, the results of the study are presented to answer our research questions.
The first question was concerned with an examination of the abilities of the students to
write from sources. It was answered through analysis of the source-use types, the accuracy,
and the functions in the students’ essays, together with comparisons between the source
use by the students in this study and that by novice and highly experienced writers in prior
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work. The results of the analysis of the interview data were used to answer the second and
third questions.

6.1. Students’ Use of Sources in Essays

Four hundred and forty instances of source use in fifty-nine essays were identified
and analyzed. The number of the instances of source use per essay ranged from 3 to 16,
with an average of 9 per 1000 words. The source use in the students’ essays can be divided
into nine types, including direct quotations with or without reference, exact copying with
or without reference, patchwriting with or without reference, paraphrases with or without
reference, and paraphrases with implicit reference. An analysis of the data showed that
the students used these nine types of source use to differing degrees, as shown in Table 3.
This table illustrates that the students most frequently paraphrased the meaning of the
source information (n = 314, 71.4%), indicating that the source information had been
transformed by using their own words. However, the students did not cite all the instances
of paraphrases in their essays. As shown in Table 3, the paraphrases with reference and
with implicit reference accounted for 55.7% (n = 245) of all of their source-use instances,
while the paraphrases without reference made up 15.7% (n = 69). The two least commonly
found source-use types were direct quotations with reference (n = 19, 4.3%) and without
reference (n = 5, 1.1%). Patchwriting with reference and without reference accounted for
just 7.9% (n = 35) in the present study. A further 15.1% (n = 67) of the instances of source
use featured exact copying with and without reference.

Table 3. Source-use types in EFL writers’ essays.

Source-Use Types Frequency %

Direct quotation
Direct quotation (R) 19 4.3
Direct quotation (NR) 5 1.1

Total 24 5.4
Exact copying

Exact copying (R) 50 11.4
Exact copying (NR) 17 3.9

Total 67 15.1
Patchwriting

Patchwriting (R) 20 4.5
Patchwriting (NR) 15 3.4

Total 35 7.9
Paraphrase
Paraphrase (R) 213 48.4
Paraphrase (IR) 32 7.3
Paraphrase (NR) 69 15.7
Total 314 71.4

Note: R = reference; NR = no reference; IR = implicit reference.

The incidence of paraphrases in this study was much higher than that found in prior
work involving novice L2 writers, e.g., [1,3,8,10,23,25], while the incidence of quotations,
patchwriting, and exact copying was much lower than the findings reported in those
previous studies. However, in contrast to the source use by published scholars [54,55], the
students of this study seldom paraphrased source information across multiple sources.

We also analyzed the functions of the source information used in the students’ essays
and display the results in Table 4. This table shows that the students used the source
information to fulfil four types of functions in their essays, with introducing a point
and providing an example to illustrate a point being the two most frequent types of
function found in the data. In this respect, the students’ source use in this study was
similar to that of inexperienced L2 writers in other studies, e.g., [1,6,8–10,17]. In contrast,
the published articles by experienced writers used sources for a much broader range of
rhetorical purposes [54,55].
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Table 4. Source-use functions in EFL writers’ essays.

Function Frequency %

Introduction 196 44.5
Repetition 23 5.2
Example 154 35.0

Elaboration 52 11.8
Irrelevant 15 3.4

An analysis of the source-use accuracy in terms of the representation of source in-
formation revealed that the mean accuracy scores of the direct quotations, exact copy-
ing, patchwriting, and paraphrases were 2 (SD = 0), 1.8 (SD = 0.5), 1.5 (SD = 0.6), and
1.6 (SD = 0.3), respectively, as shown in Table 5. The results were a little more satisfac-
tory than that reported by Neumann et al. [10], indicating that the students in the study
accurately integrated sources into their essays to a greater extent. However, the results
of this study also evidenced that certain instances of the students’ source use included
some minor mistakes. Such inaccuracies could have been due to their exaggeration of the
intended meaning of a source, the misunderstanding of some information, the omission of
key information, incorrect language choices, or incorrect syntactical structure.

Table 5. Mean accuracy scores of EFL writers’ use of sources in essays.

Source-Use Types Mean SD

Direct quotation 2 0
Exact copying 1.8 0.5
Patchwriting 1.5 0.6
Paraphrase 1.6 0.3

6.2. Students’ Views of Challenges in Their Source-Based Writing Processes
6.2.1. Challenges Faced in the Search Processes

The students spoke of uncertainties and the challenges that they believed lingered on
in their source-based writing processes. When searching for sources, several students felt
difficulty in defining search terms. The excerpts in Examples 1 and 2 illustrate this difficulty.

Example 1. Sometimes I can not get sources needed. Maybe, er, it is because that the
search term that I enter is too general. For example, once I used a sentence as search terms
and the searching ended in failure. (Student 7)

Example 2. Formulating keywords sounds difficult...I find that I’m not good at selecting
keywords when searching for information....I really don’t know which keywords to use.
(Student 55)

6.2.2. Challenges Faced in the Reading Processes

One such challenge that the students faced was the difficulty in understanding so-
phisticated sources. This may be due to their limited repertoire of technical words, topic
familiarity, or patience, as the following quotations from the interviews illustrate:

Example 3. I find some articles include too many long sentences and new words . . . .
[They are] too difficult to read. I often lost patience and stopped to look for Chinese
sources instead. (Student 47)

Example 4. I have little knowledge about the topic . . . You know, it often takes me too
much time to look up words in dictionaries . . . .The [reading] process always makes me
feel so tired and defeated. (Student 10)

Example 5. Well, some articles are too long . . . and some articles feature complex
structure and rhetorical style . . . .Sometimes, I really don’t know what meaning the
author intends to express in that sentence. (Student 37)



Sustainability 2022, 14, 2108 13 of 22

Even when students gained an understanding of sources, they found it challenging
to identify and select which important information to use. They mentioned that, some-
times, they were overwhelmed by the wealth of information available online and felt
anxious about how to select relevant information to serve their writing. Their concerns
for the selection of source information are illustrated in the following two quotations from
the interviews:

Example 6. There are a substantial number of relevant sources available. And, so much
information included in a single source....I know I have to read through all information
carefully before I select some (to use in my writing). I have to think it over. [The selection
process is] very difficult. (Student 20)

Example 7. The most difficult thing is to select appropriate information. The sources are
too long and include too much information. . . . I have to select key information instead of
covering all information in my writing. (Student 11)

6.2.3. Challenges Faced in the Source-Integration Processes

The students also described the challenges that they encountered when crafting a
paraphrase to integrate source information into their essays. Using acceptable language to
accurately convey the meaning of source information, showing their own understanding of
source information, and organizing source information into a piece of coherent writing all
posed difficulties for these students. They recalled the difficulty in searching for appropriate
vocabulary and syntactical structure within their minds or in dictionaries as well as the
brainstorming for a coherent organizational structure for their writing, as the following
three quotations reveal:

Example 8. Paraphrasing is difficult. I spent a lot of time thinking over how to formulate
a paraphrase. [There are] lots of things to consider, such as which word and phrase to
select, how to enrich syntactical structure, how to paraphrase source information across
sources. . . . (Student 13)

Example 9. How to paraphrase source information accurately [is difficult]. I often
feel uncertain whether I make an accurate summary of the gist or whether I succeed in
synthesizing the information with my own understanding. I have no idea whether some
of my paraphrases distort the author’s intended meaning. (Student 41)

Example 10. How to paraphrase source meaning across sources is difficult, particu-
larly when the sources differ in ideas and viewpoints. . . . You have to combine source
information and your own ideas coherently and logically. (Student 12)

The final challenge that the students confronted was their uncertainty about whether
to provide a reference to some of the source information used. In particular, they believed
that some instances of source use were more the result of their efforts to extend their own
ideas than the borrowing of the original source information or words. Moreover, they also
felt concerned about how to extend an instance of source use beyond a single sentence
without needing to offer a new reference to the source text. Their uncertainties are shown
in the following quotations from the interviews:

Example 11. I have to provide a reference to direct quotations. But, I sometimes feel
confused about whether to cite a paraphrase, (since that) some instances of paraphrases
were generated largely based on my own ideas. (Student 19)

Example 12. There are various views about what can be regarded as plagiarism. . . . I
know I have to cite an instance of source use [to avoid plagiarism]. But, for the following
instance of source use based on the same source text, maybe, there are also various views
on the necessity [to offer a reference]. (Student 58)

In brief, for these students, various challenges lay before them in their processes of
searching for, understanding, and integrating sources into their writing. When searching
for sources, some of the students found it challenging to define appropriate search terms.
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When processing selected sources to use in writing, understanding complicated source
texts, and identifying important source information caused concern among these students.
Moreover, when integrating source information into essays, these students also found it
difficult to use appropriate and accurate language to craft paraphrases and felt uncertain
about citing some instances of source use.

6.3. Students’ Views of Strategies in Their Source-Based Writing Processes
6.3.1. Search Strategies

The students reported using a range of specific strategies when writing from sources
in English. With regard to the search processes, the students recalled their use of strategies
for keyword formulation. They remembered that they often extracted keywords from the
writing prompt. When encountered with unsuccessful attempts to search, they would
then change the search query by extracting keywords from sources scanned in preceding
searches and from prior knowledge. They would also use specific keywords instead of
general ones. The excerpts in Examples 13 and 14 demonstrate these strategies.

Example 13. Keyword (selection) is very important. For example, when searching
for sources about measures (adopted by China), I copied and pasted keywords from the
writing prompt and got many sources needed. But this way (of keyword selection) did not
work for my search for positive international comments. I then reformulated keywords
based on a source that I had read....I also added WHO to the search term, for I got to know
its praise for China’s efforts on the news. (Student 56)

Example 14. I first used the search term “COVID-19”. Then I realized it’s too general;
so I added “measures” and “China” (to the search term). (Student 23)

When evaluating search results to locate sources, they mentioned that they often
scanned the titles and introductions of sources and paid great attention to the sources
displayed at the top of a search engine search results page, as noted in the following
example from the interviews.

Example 15. (When scanning the search results), I scanned topics and clicked in those
that I felt would be useful to my writing. Particularly, I tended to visit the links at the
top of the list of the search results. (Student 6)

All of the students identified two main criteria used during reading, evaluating, and
selecting a source to use in their essays: relevance and reliability. The criterion “relevance”
was related to their perceptions of the potential utility of a source. Some students described
relevant sources as those which provided factual information and details for content
development in their writing. “Relevance” also referred to information, concepts, or ideas
that could contribute to extending their own ideas and shaping their own opinions. This
could be in the form of paraphrases or phrase borrowing that provided conceptual or
linguistic scaffolding to the students’ writing. For example, many students noticed the
concept “a community with a shared future for mankind” in sources and decided to
incorporate it into their discussions about personal opinions about the theme of the writing,
as shown in Example 16.

Example 16. To me, source relevance is very important. The content of a source should
be well corresponded to the topic of my writing. For example, I borrowed the concept “a
community with a shared future for mankind” from a source, for it was compatible with
my opinion that I intended to express in the conclusionary part of my essay. (Student 21)

The other criterion used was reliability, which concerned their perceptions of the
quality of the source content and the authoritativeness of the sources of information. The
students preferred to use quality-assured sources from official and authoritative websites
and databases. For example, a source was considered authoritative if it was a government
report or from a government page.

In addition to these two main criteria for source evaluation and selection, some stu-
dents also emphasized other source criteria such as whether a source was interesting to read,
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whether it was easy to understand, or whether it featured good language, organizational
structure, and logic. These criteria are illustrated in the excerpts in Examples 17 and 18.

Example 17. Selecting a source that is interesting and easily comprehensible sounds
important to me. I suppose, if you’re not interested in the content of a source, or if you find
a source difficult to understand, it is impossible to use it in your writing. (Student 55)

Example 18. I tend to select sources including advanced vocabulary and well-structured
sentences. I believe language use is very important in English writing; so I often take
language into consideration when selecting sources to read and use (in my writing).
(Student 53)

6.3.2. Reading Strategies

Students then described how they read a selected source to cull relevant information
and look for appropriate language. They first scanned and/or rescanned its titles, subtitles,
the first paragraph, or the first few sentences of each paragraph for the major purpose
of getting the gist of the source. Then, they continued to rescan the source globally; to
identify important information; to highlight and/or take note of important words, phrases,
or sentences; and to connect chunks of information with their own writing. These reading
strategies seemed to be prevalent among the students, as noted in the following excerpt of
the interviews.

Example 19. I first scanned titles of each section to understand the gist. Then, I rescanned
the source to identify and select key, relevant information....I paid particular attention to
both the introduction and conclusionary paragraphs of the source....I also took notes of
important words, phrases and information and thought of how to use them later in my
writing. (Student 7)

Moreover, some students reported that they compared similarities and differences in
the content and viewpoints across sources or connected source information with their own
prior knowledge. This is shown in the following examples.

Example 20. I find that many sources share similar descriptions or viewpoints. For
example, some of the sources all describe China’s open and transparent attitudes...When
reading a source about China’s measures to contain the pandemic, I thought of my own
experiences. (Student 22)

Example 21. I tried to seek similarities in sources and expressed my understanding
of the similarities in the notes....When reading sources, I also planned how to integrate
the information (that I culled from sources) with my prior knowledge of the pandemic.
(Student 44)

The students also described their reliance upon electronic tools and resources to
facilitate their understanding. For example, all the students pointed to their use of online
translators, online dictionary portals, digital dictionaries, digital note-taking tools, or visual-
enhancement resources (e.g., highlighting, font sizes, and underlining). These electronic
tools and resources helped them to understand the sources, particularly when the rhetorical
style of a source impeded their comprehension. The excerpts in Examples 22 and 23
exemplify their dependence on electronic tools and resources.

Example 22. I used Baidu Translate to facilitate my understanding....Besides, I often
looked up words in digital dictionaries. (Student 57)

Example 23. I often use a Mind Map application to help understand and memorize
important information across sources. (Student 12)

6.3.3. Source-Integration Strategies

The students recalled that the next stage of their writing processes was source integra-
tion, which involved extracting source information or ideas from sources or notes, making
decisions about source-use types, constructing accurate and acceptable paraphrases, and
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incorporating these paraphrases into their essays. The strategies that they reported using
were similar in many ways. For example, all the students attached great importance to
useful expressions in sources, with the aim of seeking language support to extend their own
ideas or interpret the information noticed. Particularly, some students indicated that ex-
tracting words and phrases from the titles of the sources was a quick and efficient approach.
Inspired by these expressions, they then formulated patchwriting and/or paraphrases.
Their focus on expressions in sources was illustrated in Example 24.

Example 24. I tend to rescan titles of the sources to select important words (to use in
my writing)....I borrowed key words from the source to convey my own ideas.I extracted
many useful expressions (from the source), such as “high importance”, “swift response”,

“openness”, “transparency”, and “timely and accurate information release”. I took down
these expressions and then used them to formulate paraphrases.

(Student 15)

Some students reported making an outline based on their notes and the sources that
they had read. When making their outline, they planned the main points of each paragraph,
the organizational structure, and the source information needed to support their points.
Guided by their outlines, they then reread self-selected sources and notes to reformulate
information by using their own words in essays. This was noted in Examples 25 and 26.

Example 25. (When reading sources), I tried to summarize the gist, main points and
similar viewpoints shared in sources.By rereading these summaries, I then made an
outline for content development (in my writing)...The outline helped me incorporate the
source information with my own ideas.

(Student 20)

Example 26. After reading all sources selected, I reviewed the notes that I had taken;
then I made an outline on how to express my own viewpoints (in the writing).

(Student 21)

Some students mentioned that they occasionally scanned sources for summary sen-
tences and managed to paraphrase these sentences into their essays. They believed that
this strategy greatly reduced the difficulty in crafting a paraphrase, as shown in the follow-
ing example.

Example 27. I often pay special attention to the abstract of an article, for the abstract
includes ready-made summaries... (When writing), I attempt to paraphrase summary
sentences from the source. (Student 59)

7. Discussion

This research is unique for its focus on the undergraduate post-novice L2 writers’
use of sources; these are students who have received academic writing instruction and
have some experience of writing from sources in English. With the aim of understanding
the current abilities of this group of students and their instructional needs, this research
examined the instances of source use in essays written by fifty-nine Year 3 undergraduate
EFL writers, as well as their perceptions of the challenges and strategies in their source-
based writing processes.

The first research question concerned the abilities of the students to write from sources.
An analysis of the students’ essays revealed the source-use types, the accuracy, and the
functions. As shown in the data, the most common source-use type adopted by the students
was paraphrase, which was followed sequentially by exact copying, patchwriting, and
direct quotation. The results indicated the students’ awareness of paraphrasing source
content to avoid plagiarism and their careful attention to the assignment requirements. For
example, Student 45 explained in the interview that “Paraphrasing source information is
an appropriate way of source use, which I believe is up to the teacher’s expectation”. The
students’ major use of paraphrases in this study was consistent with the findings reported in
Wette [3], which revealed that over 70% of the citations in post-EAP disciplinary L2 writing
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were paraphrases of acceptable quality. On a more encouraging note, the incidence of
patchwriting in the study was much lower than that in other studies studying inexperienced
L2 writers [1,3,8,10,23,25]. A further analysis of the data revealed that a proportion of the
instances of source use did not offer a reference. The results are surprising as citing the
sources used was a requirement of the assignment. Moreover, using sources to introduce a
point and to illustrate a point were the two most frequent functions in the students’ essays.
This was in accordance with the findings in previous studies, e.g., [3,6,10,17,30]. However,
few of the students interacted with the sources, which was quite different from the highly
experienced writers (e.g., published scholars and graduate students), who actively engaged
with sources with confidence [54,55]. This may be partly the consequence of the genre of
this assignment, which required students to sift through and exemplify source information
to explain a topic.

The results also showed that the mean accuracy score of each source-use type was
above 1.5/2, indicating that in most cases, the students were able to represent the source
information accurately. The source-use accuracy in the study was a little higher than that
reported in Neumann et al. [10]. However, it was consistent with the findings of Cummings
et al. [19] and Wette [3,17], all of which revealed that students mostly correctly paraphrased
source content. Previous research focused predominantly on examining the extent of
patchwriting and exact copying in L2 writers’ writing instead of how accurately L2 writers
present source content and ideas. The findings of this study therefore offer a useful insight
and make a significant contribution to the literature on source use by L2 writers.

Taken as a whole, the participants’ use of sources in essays was characterized by a
high incidence of paraphrases, a low occurrence of patchwriting, exact copying, and direct
quotations, and satisfactory quality. Their level of ability appears more advanced than that
of first-year, inexperienced L2 writers in other studies, e.g., [1,6,10,23,25], but was lower
compared with that of highly experienced writers in previous studies, e.g., [54,55]. The
results of this study therefore indicated that the students in this study had gained abilities
to write from sources to some extent and that they were still at the stage of the development
of academic literacy rather than having yet to acquire these abilities.

Our second research question was related to the students’ perceptions of current
challenges in their source-based writing processes. The findings of this study showed that
students experienced trouble in their processes of searching for, reading, and integrating
sources. First, when searching for sources, defining search terms posed a difficulty to some
students. Secondly, difficulties arose when students understood difficult sources and when
they culled relevant information from a vast body of sources located. Thirdly, the students
found that using appropriate and accurate language to paraphrase source information
and to organize source information and their own ideas with coherence and logic was
difficult. Moreover, the students sometimes felt uncertain about the necessity to offer a
reference. They occasionally had trouble clearly differentiating the boundaries between
their own ideas and thoughts and the source content. These uncertainties and difficulties
were corroborated in our analysis of the source use in the above, which revealed that a
small number of the instances of source use were exact copying, patchwriting, and direct
quotations and that students sometimes failed to represent source information correctly.
Students’ difficulties and challenges in the processes of source reading and integration
were confirmed in previous work [3,10,17], while their difficulties in the search processes
were seldom described in prior studies.

Our third research question asked about the students’ use of strategies in their source-
based writing processes. From the interviews, the students described their strategies for
searching for, reading, and integrating sources. First, our findings showed the strategies
that the students used to formulate keywords and to judge search results. At the same time,
the students used a range of source selection and evaluation criteria, with relevance and
reliability being the dominant ones. These two source evaluation criteria were consistent
with the findings in previous studies [3,17,49,57]. With regard to the reading processes, the
students’ reading strategies mainly included skimming for the gist of a source, scanning to
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select important information, and focusing on certain words, phrases, and sentences. These
reading strategies showed their tendency to use both global and bottom-up reading strate-
gies, which were in consonance with the findings in Plakans [15]. In particular, the students’
significant attention to important words, phrases, and sentences while reading showed
their writerly reading of language forms [58] and the tendency to seek linguistic scaffolding
from source texts [34], indicating that they had moved beyond mere comprehension toward
brainstorming on how to use the expressions and source information in their essays. It also
suggested that the reading and source-integration processes were in fact interactive and
interdependent [14,36,38,40,41]. Furthermore, some students both established intertextual
links between information across sources and made elaborations on source information
and ideas using prior knowledge. These are two higher-order and deeper-level cognitive
reading strategies that have been associated with more successful L2 writers [13]; they are
of great importance in gaining a complete understanding of sources and in constructing
coherent mental representations of information across multiple sources [59].

Regarding the source-integration processes, the results showed that students often
relied on short strings of words or sentences in sources and the outline that they had
structured. Their use of these two strategies was indicative of the effects of the English
writing instruction that they had received during Year 2. In particular, the vocabulary- and
sentence-level paraphrasing strategies may have been stimulated in part by the language-
related courses that they had completed over Year 1 and Year 2. The reason for this is
that, in Chinese EFL learning contexts, instructors often emphasize the importance of
memorization, imitation, and the reuse of formulaic phrases and well-structured sentences
from readings, which is valued as a useful and effective learning strategy for acquiring
language and literacy. This conclusion was confirmed in previous relevant studies in
Chinese EFL learning contexts [19,60,61].

Finally, the analysis of the students’ reading strategies demonstrated the students’
dependence on electronic tools to improve comprehension as well as to facilitate source
integration. For example, online translators and dictionaries enabled the students to better
understand the sources and to seek out appropriate lexical choices to craft paraphrases
quickly and efficiently, while digital note-taking tools helped them comprehend, memorize,
and reorganize important language resources and source information. Taken together, the
use of technology profoundly affected the manner in which the students read, understood,
and integrated sources into their writing. The results therefore shed profound light on
the significance of technology. While such activities may be viewed as compensatory
strategies [57], they nevertheless proved effective, as the average grade of the students’
essays was A- (80–84%). The findings on students’ use of technology were confirmed in
Nguyen and Buckingham [57], Wette [3], and Wette [17]. However, they were seldom
documented in McCulloch [13] and Plakans [15], both of whom analyzed the students’
engagement with print source texts.

8. Conclusions

This study presents a detailed account of the current abilities of undergraduate post-
novice EFL writers to write from sources, the challenges faced, and the strategies adopted.
The analysis of the students’ essays and interviews revealed that the majority of the
instances of source use were appropriate and accurate and that the participants succeeded
in using a variety of strategies to cope with various challenges encountered in their source-
based writing processes. The findings also showed their inexperience in some aspects of
source use, such as their occasional use of exact copying and patchwriting, their failure to
cite some instances of source use, and their misrepresentation of source information.

The significance of this study is twofold. On the one hand, unlike a number of
previous studies focusing on either the source-based writing processes, e.g., [12–16] or
the products, e.g., [2,4,6–9,22] of novice writers with English as a second language, this
study explored both the source-based processes and the products of undergraduate post-
novice EFL writers. It is clearly able to provide us with useful information not found in
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relevant studies, either in controlled conditions or natural settings. It has illustrated not
only students’ source-use types, functions, and accuracy but also their understanding of
and concerns about their source use in writing and source-based writing processes, which
enriches our understanding of source use by undergraduate L2 writers. On the other hand,
the findings of this study evidenced and confirmed the effect of instruction and experience
on student performance in writing from sources [48,49,51–53]. It also pointed to the need to
offer additional academic writing instruction to Year 3 and Year 4 undergraduate L2 writers.

Based on the findings of the study, pedagogical materials can be developed to facilitate
the subsequent and sustainable development of the undergraduate L2 writers’ abilities to
write from sources throughout their undergraduate years. Firstly, given a small number
of instances of inappropriate source use by the students, direct instruction should guide
students to undertake the practice with an integral set of effective and appropriate source-
use skills [17,51], including appropriate ways of paraphrasing, summarizing, and quoting
source texts. Secondly, due to the challenges that the students had faced when searching for
sources, instruction is needed to help students learn to define specific and accurate search
terms, use authoritative and targeted search engines and databases, and evaluate search
results. Thirdly, to improve source-use accuracy and cope with the difficulties faced in
both the reading and the source-integration processes, teachers can add the component of
material reading to academic writing instruction and lead discussions on how to grasp and
summarize the gist of a source, what important information to identify, how to evaluate
information within and across sources, and what linguistic tools to use to transform source
information or ideas. Moreover, teachers could also engage students in the interactive
processes of reading and writing by teaching them to use discourse synthesis strategies
(i.e., selecting, organizing, and connecting) [14,40,41]. These pedagogical efforts may help
students gain an in-depth and complete understanding of sources, develop their repertoire
of linguistic resources, and successfully deal with their source-based writing processes.
Fourthly, given the limited range of source-use functions in the students’ essays, explicit
instruction should be provided to inform students of the wide range of functions that a
source can be used to serve [17,19].

The study has two limitations. First, the results of this study are context-specific and
may not be generalizable, although our conclusions may resonate with instructors and
undergraduate post-novice EFL writers in comparable education contexts. However, a
detailed investigation of a specific context is necessary to examine and improve the ef-
fectiveness of the instruction, with the aim of helping students learn and sharpen their
skills. Another limitation is that this study investigated the undergraduate post-novice EFL
writers’ abilities to write from sources at a certain point in time instead of examining how
this group of students developed their skills over a long period. To provide support for the
findings and conclusions reported in this study and to generate a better understanding of
source use by undergraduate post-novice L2 writers, future studies can build upon this
study by examining the correlations between the undergraduate post-novice L2 writers’
performance in writing from sources and their language proficiency and L2 writing profi-
ciency, as well as by exploring the development of their abilities to write from sources over
longer periods.

The path toward mastering academic literacy is long for L2 writers, and much work
still needs to be carried out to learn how L2 writers develop their abilities to write from
sources during their undergraduate years and what guidance and support academic writing
courses can offer to help students acquire the abilities. We hope that this study furthers
the understanding of the undergraduate post-novice EFL writers’ abilities to write from
sources and the potential benefits of instruction.
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Appendix A

Essay prompts and requirements
Prompts: China has been complimented by many countries and international orga-

nizations on its effective control of COVID-19. Use self-selected sources to write an essay
of about 700–900 words on the topic China’s Fight against COVID-19 Winning International
Fame. In the essay, you are expected to include (1) the effective measures used by China to
contain the spread of COVID-19; (2) the positive international comments on what China
has accomplished; and (3) your opinion on the topic.

Requirements: (1) cite the author or the source of information; (2) do not copy exten-
sively from sources; and (3) provide a reference list of the sources used.

Appendix B

Interview questions
Introductory questions:

1. How many English writing courses have you taken in university?
2. What English writing courses have you taken this semester?
3. What disciplinary courses have you taken in university?
4. How many writing assignments requiring source use have you completed? Please

give some examples.

The search process

5. Can you tell me how you went about searching for, locating, and selecting sources for
the writing task?

6. How did you decide if a source text was useful?

The reading process

7. Can you tell me how you read the sources selected to use in writing?
8. What do you find easy during the reading process? Why?
9. What do you find difficult during the reading process? Why?

The source-integration process

10. Can you tell me how you integrate source information into writing?
11. Can you comment on each instance of your source use (as underlined by the inter-

viewer)?
12. What do you find easy during the source-integration process? Why?
13. What do you find difficult during the source-integration process? Why?
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