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What is Discourse Synthesis? 
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The Definition of Discourse Synthesis 

 Nancy Nelson Spivey (1984, 1990, 1997) 

    “Discourse synthesis is an active process of  text 

construction in which a writer reads textual sources on a 

particular topic, selects some of  the available information 

from the sources, and combines elements in a new way, 

providing an overall organization as well as connectivity 

among related ideas.” (Spivey, 1984, p. 1) 
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A Constructivist Model of Discourse Synthesis 

 Three sub-processes/operations of comprehending 

and composing processes (Spivey, 1990): 

Organizing: the transformation when readers/writers 

create mental representations to organize text content and 

construct meaning in their own texts.  

Selecting: the operation of  choosing important and 

relevant information from the source.  

Connecting: the transformation in which readers/writers 

interweave multiple pieces of  source texts and connect to 

their prior knowledge.   

 
Textual transformation Construction of meaning 



Research Questions 

 RQ1: What are L2 students’ constructions of discourse 

synthesis? How do their understandings about synthesis 

change over time? 

 

 RQ2: During the reading and writing processes, how do 

L2 students select, organize and connect source texts to 

compose synthesis? How do their understandings about 

synthesis influence their actual composing processes? 

Task representation 

Composing processes 



Context of the Study 

Macro-level: A large 
Midwestern University 

Meco-level: An advanced 
academic writing course for 
English language learners 

Students’ learning 
experiences 

Teacher’s instructions  



Methodology  

 A qualitative multi-case study approach (Leki, 2007): 

 Two semi-structured interviews (i.e., pre and post) 

 Two stimulated recall protocols (i.e., mid and end of 

semester) 

 Students’ writing samples (two synthesis papers and 

drafts) 

 classroom observation and field notes  

 Audio recording of teacher-student individual tutorials 

outside the class 



Participants 

 Six undergraduate students; all from China but with  

diverse educational backgrounds 

 Name  Gender Major  Educational background  

Christina Female Mathematics Attended American high school for 3 yrs; has 
experience of HS senior writing project. 

Susan Female Biology Attended American high school for 3 yrs;  
no experience of HS senior writing project. 

Dennis Male  Finance  Attended international high school in 
China for 3 yrs; HS instruction is in English 

Moka Female Psychology Attended public high school in China for 3 
yrs; HS instruction is in Chinese 

Candy Female Economics Transfer student from a Chinese university; 
studied in China for 2 yrs; major in English   

Claire Female Engineering Exchange student from a Chinese University;  
applying for graduate school in the U.S. 



Dennis 

 Age and Gender: 18 years old male 

 Started to learn English at the age of 12 

 Length of residence: 2 months in the U.S. 

 Native language: Mandarin (also speaks Wuxi Dialect) 

 High school English language arts class:  

 British teacher 

 1st year of HS: reading comprehension, dictation, essay writing 

 2nd and 3rd years of HS: Half of the class time was devoted to 

SAT training  

 Cram school in China: TOEFL training 

 Major in college: Finance  

 

 



RQ#1: Task Representation of Synthesis  

Excerpt 1.1: Initial understanding about synthesis  

  “No. I have not learned that word synthesis before. I think it 

[synthesis writing] is like to clearly and explicitly discuss your 

topic in a paper…… I think SAT is similar to synthesis paper. 

The structure and the organization of  SAT and synthesis paper 

are similar, except that synthesis paper needs to have sources, 

references and citation. SAT does not require you to cite 

sources.” [10/24/2013, translated] 

 He has no previous knowledge about synthesis writing and 

constructs their notion of synthesis based on their previous 

writing experiences.  

 He also recognizes the new and important features of synthesis 

writing – use of source. 

 



RQ#1: Task Representation of Synthesis  

Excerpt 1.2: Construction of synthesis writing at the end of the semester 

     

    R: Now you have written two synthesis papers, what does  

synthesis mean to you? 

    D: Synthesis means you gonna have a main topic from the writer.  

And the writer tries to persuade or elaborate his opinion to the 

reader by having several supporting points, which relate to his 

topic. I think it is like a tree. It needs to have main ideas and we 

have some supporting points out of  the tree.  Sources [are like] 

the leaves. More green means more sources and more beautiful. 

 



RQ#1: Change of Understanding about Synthesis 

Excerpt 1.2: Construction of synthesis writing at the end of the semester 

    R: How about the relationship between leaves, say different 
sources?  

    D: I think because they are from different books or different 
websites. They are like individual, to support your point. But 
sometimes two leaves may grow together; they may have an 
emphasizing effect, like Brand and Hileman [they are the authors 
of  two source articles]. Brand just said it is not that harmful for 
human, but why it is not so harmful, so I can use another source 
to prove the previous one. And they together become stronger. 
[12/3/2013] 

 However, Dennis’s understanding about synthesis is still 
limited in that he did not develop a strong sense of 
connection or integration of sources. 



RQ #2: Influence of Understanding about Synthesis on the 

Composing Process 

   The analysis of student’s synthesis paper and stimulated   

recall protocol shows that    

 His understanding about synthesis writing guides the 

composing processes. 

 Interestingly, he emphasizes using the source to support his 

own ideas.  

 He generally follows such an organizational pattern:  

    topic sentence – description of source– interpretation of 

sources. 

 However, the connection or integration of sources is often 

missing. 
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