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* University of Vienna

* Interdisciplinary

* Bachelor and Master students

* Implementation: more than 3 times

» 10 CP (5 CP per semester)

* Number of students: 10-12 per semester

ENVIRONMENT:

The research-based learning course takes place at the University of Vienna as part of an extension
curriculum entitled “Writing Mentoring: Developing, Teaching and Researching Academic Writing”. The free
elective course package is offered jointly by the Department of German Philology and the Center of Teaching
and Learning (CTL). The extension curriculum consists of two parts: Training as a writing mentor and a focus
on writing research. The individual courses are sub-modules for students to develop expertise in
process-oriented writing didactics as writing mentors. The entire extension curriculum was designed by
Brigitte Rommer-Nossek, while Eva Kuntschner developed Module 1 for the training of writing mentors
(Kuntschner & R6mmer-Nossek, 2021).

The focus of the latter part of the extension curriculum is on the students doing their writing research within
modules 2 & 3, in which students engage with academic writing with a focus on research-based learning over
two semesters. These courses are taught by an interdisciplinary team of lecturers, which | am a part of.
Around 25 students are newly admitted to module 1 each semester, 10-12 of whom take part in our
research-based learning programme and work together in small groups on research projects focused on
academic writing. The students come from a wide range of disciplines and can join the course whether they
are studying for a Bachelor's or Master's degree; the only important thing for us is that they have some
experience in writing. The special feature of our research programme is that students first learn more about
sub-areas of writing studies in blocked units with one of four teachers, all of whom have a focus on writing
studies. They then form research groups, each of which is intensively supervised by a teacher. Each term
ends with the writing mentoring conference. Upon completion of the extension curriculum, students have the
opportunity to publish their research findings in the 'zeitschrift fir interdisziplindre schreibforschung' (zisch),
which is published in collaboration with the Austrian Association of Academic Writing (GewissS)
(Unterpertinger et al., 2022).

Uy

— T« Personal professional concern
 Impulse from my environment

REASON:

This course is part of a programme in which the CTL trains writing mentors to be in action at the
University of Vienna. Writing mentors are peer mentors who support other students in academic writing
as part of weekly writing groups in various fields of study. In order to promote our mentors and make the
training more attractive for potential writing mentors, it therefore made sense to integrate the training into
a so-called extension curriculum, an elective package through which students can earn credits for their
respective studies. Extension curricula aim to teach academic practice. For this reason, two consecutive
courses were added to the training and supervised practice, in which students engage with and
investigate the activity of academic writing on a scholarly level.

In addition, writing studies in German-speaking countries is still a young field of research with many
desiderata that currently receive little attention. The introduction of a course on the study of academic
writing therefore represents a great opportunity for students to contribute to an emerging field.

My personal decision to take part in this format as a teacher is primarily due to my own interest in writing
studies. I'm writing my dissertation on this topic and think it's great to be involved with academic writing
and its research in teaching-learning contexts, to inspire students for this subject area and to learn more
about it myself. In addition, | have the opportunity to gain experience of teaching in a complex didactic
environment, and to get to know better the didactic possibilities, but also the challenges, of
research-based learning.
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— * Longer than 1 semester

—  Extracurricular & non-obligatory

» Research process: guided as needed
» Feedback: peers & instructors

» Research results: public
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IMPLEMENTATION W

IMPLEMENTATION:

As already mentioned, a special feature of our research-based learning programme is that it
extends over two semesters. In the first semester, students are introduced to the field of
research through four Saturdays of input on writing research. The various inputs are led by
my three colleagues and me and provide insights into different subfields of academic writing.
For instance, in the summer semester of 2024, these were a) writing studies, b) genres and
text types, c) multilingualism and d) reading and excerpting. In addition to the
content-related inputs, there is an organizational meeting for the students at the beginning
and a final conference at the end of the term. My focus is on writing studies as an (inter-)
discipline and processes of 'discovery' in academic writing.

This is followed by a self-directed in-depth phase, in which students choose their own
research focus, develop a research question and select a supervisor from our team of four.
Depending on the research question developed, the students decides which method might
be appropriate for the research project with the support and assistance of the supervisor.
The research questions are very varied and deal with different aspects of writing studies.
Last year, for example, one of my student research groups looked at how students deal with
writer's block, while another looked at feedback in the writing process. However, writing in
the sciences or the relationship between subjective theories and the role of writing have also
been research topics that students have tackled.

At the end of the semester, students present their research in a poster session at the final
conference to their peers and the cohort from the previous semester, and receive valuable
feedback. In addition to the presentation, students submit an exposé to their supervisor for
detailed comment. During the summer break, the research groups have time to process the
feedback received and to further develop their research projects.

In the second semester, the focus is on developing the research design and conducting the
research. Students are also given new impulses and can exchange ideas, questions and
challenges with their fellow students and teachers in plenary sessions. In addition, each
research group meets regularly with its supervisor to discuss the current status of the
project. At the end of the second semester, the student research group presents its research
results at the final conference and in a paper, thus completing a full research cycle.

Students receive detailed feedback on their article and have the opportunity to revise it for
publication in the Journal for Interdisciplinary Writing Research (zisch: zeitschrift fur
interdisziplindre schreibforschung), which is published by the CTL in cooperation with the
Austrian Association for Academic Writing. This voluntary offer is taken up by many students
and is an excellent opportunity to publish their research. We report on the concept and
impact of this opportunity in a separate publication (Unterpertinger et al., 2022).
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T — Tensions between demands for...
— — * Individual & social learning

« Student skills development & demands of the research process
 Teachers' workload and available resources
» Changed instructor role & the existing teaching tradition

TENSIONS AND CONTRADICTIONS:

A major area of tension is the heavy workload of the course, which takes up a lot of
students' time. It is true that students enrolled in the EC are generally very motivated and
have a strong desire to do research. However, the fact that it is an EC means that our
research project does not have the same priority as the compulsory seminars within the
degree programme. This is understandable in a way, but sometimes frustrating for us as
lecturers. We try to resolve this tension by making students aware of the heavy workload
from the outset, and by making it clear that we expect full commitment from all group
members if they choose to take these courses. To reduce the workload, we have also
decided that the publication of the scientific article in our journal is not a prerequisite for
passing Module 3. It is a voluntary offer that gives interested and committed students the
opportunity to publish their research during their studies and become visible as part of the
scientific community.

Furthermore, there are always moments of conflict within the student research groups.While
some groups work beautifully together and complement each other perfectly, other groups
don't have it so easy, for instance because no one really wants to take the lead within the
group, or because the students' subject culture produces very different ideas and research
approaches, which sometimes conflict. When such problems arise, we discuss them
together with all the group members. We teachers act as coaches and try to guide the group
into the right direction without being prescriptive. This approach has proved successful so
far and helps to resolve most of the conflicts within the group.

But it's not just among the students that there are these group tensions; even in our team of
four, we naturally have differences of opinion from time to time and have to reconcile our
different teaching styles. At the same time, it's also a lot of fun to exchange ideas with the
others about writing research, to have in-depth discussions and to learn about new
perspectives.
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— * Encouraging scientific curiosity
——  + Acquiring methodological knowledge
* Acquiring writing skills

OBJECTIVES &
VALUES

EFFECTS:

In my opinion, the course has two major effects on the students: the first can perhaps
be described as scientific professionalisation. Students experience what it means to do
research, the demands placed on them, moments of enthusiasm and moments of
despair. They learn to present their research in scientific formats and are encouraged
to present their findings to the public. This gives the students a deeper insight into the
everyday life of research, which can have different effects on them. Some have told me
that they are very motivated to continue working on these topics and perhaps even
pursue a career in academica, while others have realised that this kind of work is not
really for them and that science is not really their field. Whatever the students'
conclusions, they have developed through research-based learning and are better able
to assess their interests and possible future plans.The second effect is the social bond
created by the event.The close collaboration leads to an increase in the social skills of
the participating students and to interdisciplinary exchanges. Many groups stay in
contact after the two semesters and friendships often develop from our course, which
we as teachers naturally enjoy. The social bond is also manifested in the fact that the
students see themselves as part of a community to which they contribute and which
also recognises their research.| can also see an effect for myself: Through the constant
exchange with students and colleagues, | have 'incidentally’ become more involved with
the topic of writing studies and received many new impulses for my dissertation.

The results of the students' research can be found in our journal of interdisciplinary
writing research.

0 0] Link:
n https://ctl.univie.ac.at/angebote-fuer-studierende/qualifizierung-fuer-studentische-multiplikatorinnen/ausbildung-zum
zur-schreibmentorin/erweiterungscurriculum/zisch-zeitschrift-fuer-interdisziplinaere-schreibforschung/
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