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Research writing groups (RWGs) have been heralded as an ideal environment for 

developing research students’ writing and critiquing skills and rhetorical 

awareness, and for counteracting the sense of isolation and self-doubt that many 
PhD candidates experience. While the literature to date has promoted RWGs as an 

attractive alternative or addition to more traditional forms of doctoral writing 

support, little has been published on how they are best implemented, or how such 

groups could be designed to cater for geographically dispersed participants such as 
off-campus doctoral students. In this paper, we focus on the latter, outlining the 

challenges faced specifically by doctoral students studying at a distance from their 

host institutions and suggesting ways in which RWGs could be run using various 
forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC). After outlining mode of 

delivery and facilitation options, we identify factors of CMC-enabled RWGs 

which may affect students’ perceptions and levels of satisfaction with the RWG 
experience. We argue that factors related to group implementation and members’ 

perceptions of the interpersonal and cognitive gains and group logistics are likely 

to impact the effectiveness of CMC-enabled RWGs and should be taken into 

account by those designing learning resources for off-campus doctoral students.  

Key Words: research writing groups, doctoral students, off-campus, computer-
mediated communication, distance education. 

1. Introduction 

In Australia and other jurisdictions following the British model, PhD degrees are less “spatially-
defined” than coursework degrees, which can pose both challenges and opportunities for 

doctoral students and those responsible for their support and training. Because doctoral 

candidature is time-based rather than course- or unit-based
1
, doctoral students are usually not 

obliged to be physically on campus to fulfil requirements of the degree, and many of them – 

                                                   

1 “Time-based” means that the award of the degree is based not on the completion of a series of discrete 

coursework units along with a dissertation, but on the accomplishment, within a set amount of time, of 

“an independent supervised study that produces significant and original research outcomes culminating in 

a thesis, dissertation, exegesis or equivalent” (Australian Qualifications Framework Council, 2013). Note 

that this description applies to research doctorates rather than professional doctorates. 
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including students with “internal” enrolment status – choose to conduct much of their research 

in locations other than their host institution, such as interstate or overseas, in their place of paid 
employment, or simply at home. Because official enrolment status does not reflect what is 

happening in practice, it is difficult if not impossible to determine the number or proportion of 

PhD students who are studying off-campus for most or even some of their candidature; 

however, in a higher degree research (HDR) student satisfaction survey conducted at the 
authors’ institution (a large metropolitan Australian university), almost a third of respondents 

surveyed in the last two years have indicated that their mode of study for that year was “wholly 

or mainly off campus” (Macquarie University Higher Degree Research Student Annual Survey 
(MUSEQ-R) 2011 and 2012)

 2
, suggesting that off-campus study is the preferred option for a 

significant proportion of students.  

Studying at a distance has been made even more feasible with modern information technology 
providing relatively quick and easy remote access to primary and secondary data, such as 

academic publications, data sets, and legal, government, corporate and historical documents. 

However, there are drawbacks with this spatial flexibility for both the student and HDR staff. 

Although supervisor-student communication may be readily facilitated via email or telephone, 
the option for doctoral students to conduct so much of their research in private can lead to social 

isolation, lack of accountability, self-doubt and loss of motivation. It is true that on-campus 

students, particularly those in Arts and Social Science whose research does not rely on 
laboratory work or collaborating with other researchers, can also experience this kind of social 

isolation and self-doubt. However, when doctoral students are also physically located far from 

their institutions, there are fewer opportunities for them to become part of an academic 
community, which typically come with being physically present with other researchers (Lai, 

2011; Winston & Fields, 2003). Off-campus doctoral students also tend to have lower self-

esteem or self-confidence than their on-campus counterparts. A study on doctoral students’ 

perceptions of their competencies revealed that distance students tend to “have lower perceived 
written-expression ability” (Lindner, Dooley, & Murphy, 2001, p. 37), which the authors 

attributed to their limited access to library, peers and faculty. These disadvantages and 

deprivations can lead to extended completion times or candidature discontinuations for off-

campus HDR students (Albion & Erwee, 2011). 

Although the adoption of computer-mediated communication (CMC), such as email, forums, 

instant messaging or audio-chat, has considerably improved the experience of many off-campus 

doctoral students, institutions still face challenges in providing them with equal access to 
adequate research training and support (Albion & Erwee, 2011; Lai, 2011; Tuñón & Ramirez, 

2010; Winston & Fields, 2003). This is evidenced not only by the studies listed here, but also by 

survey responses of off-campus doctoral students. For instance, the HDR student satisfaction 
survey mentioned above revealed that, over the last two years at least, off-campus doctoral 

students were less satisfied than their on-campus counterparts with many aspects of their 

candidature, including intellectual climate, skills development and infrastructure
3
. The only area 

with which on-campus and off-campus students exhibited a similar level of satisfaction was the 

quality of their supervision (MUSEQ-R 2011 and 2012); this finding is consistent with those of 

prior studies that indicate that distance PhD students often perceive themselves as working only 

with their supervisors (Albion & Erwee, 2011) and as having limited contact with other 

members of the academic community. 

One important doctoral training or skills development resource that seems to have precluded the 

participation of off-campus doctoral students is the research writing group (RWG). Running 

                                                   
2 This annual survey is sent to all enrolled HDR students (approximately 2000 students) at this institution 

and the response rate for the last two years has been over 55%. In 2011, 29% ticked the box stating that 

that their mode of study for that year was “wholly or mainly off-campus”, and in 2012, 31% ticked that 

box. 

3 In 2011 and 2012, the satisfaction rate of off-campus students with these three items (intellectual 

climate, infrastructure and skills development) was 6 percentage points lower than that of on-campus 

students. 
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RWGs has been heralded as a highly effective method not only for developing HDR students’ 

thesis and publication writing skills, but also for combating social isolation issues by offering 
them an opportunity to join an academic community (Lee & Boud, 2003; Aitchison & Lee, 

2010; Aitchison, 2010; Ferguson 2009; Maher et al., 2008). However, existing reports on 

doctoral RWGs focus on those run in face-to-face (FTF) settings, suggesting that most groups 

are currently being run only on campus or at least with members situated in the same physical 
location. Very little has been published on how reading, writing or peer-collaboration groups 

can or should be adapted to cater for geographically dispersed doctoral students. 

It is reasonable to assume that off-campus doctoral students’ limited access to fellow 
researchers and learning resources is central to their lower levels of satisfaction with their 

doctoral experience and their lower perceptions of their capabilities. It is possible that such 

perceptions and the overall candidature experience would be considerably improved if these 
students were offered opportunities to engage in regular social and thesis-related interactions 

with their peers, such as RWGs. The challenge for university stakeholders, such as HDR 

supervisors, faculty and department managers/administrators and other doctoral educators, lies 

in conceiving, designing and implementing appropriate and viable forums to meet these needs. 
We suggest that RWGs enabled by CMC tools may constitute such a forum, and this paper 

outlines factors that are likely to impact their effectiveness and that should be considered by 

stakeholders planning to implement them. 

Our paper is structured as follows. The next section describes in detail challenges commonly 
faced by doctoral students in thesis writing and the role that research writing groups can play in 

overcoming them. In Section 3, we draw on the literature on FTF writing groups and CMC-
enabled learning contexts, such as online classes, and identify two key design features of CMC-

enabled writing groups: mode of communication and level of facilitation; we outline various 

implementation options for each of these features and discuss their relative advantages. In 

Section 4, we propose other factors that are likely to influence the perceived effectiveness of 
CMC-enabled doctoral writing groups, namely those pertaining to technology and group 

logistics, and to perceived cognitive and interpersonal gains. We conclude the paper with a 

number of suggestions for evaluating both FTF and CMC-enabled research writing groups and 

with recommendations for future research. 

2. Writing challenges faced by doctoral students  

A major characteristic of doctoral research study is the high priority placed on writing. Not only 

is the doctoral thesis a substantial piece of writing (usually between 75,000 and 100,000 words), 

but there is also the pressure to publish research findings during candidature, either because the 
thesis is formatted as a compilation of published (or publishable) papers, or because a strong 

publication record is usually a pre-requisite in securing an academic position post-PhD (Emden, 

1998; McGrail, Rickard, & Jones, 2006). Thesis writing is a high-stakes activity for HDR 

students; in most cases the entire work undertaken by the candidate over several years is 
evaluated on the composition of this text (Cotterall, 2011; Ferguson, 2009; Wellington, 2010). 

This implies that, even if a research project has been conducted to a high standard, it risks 

attracting a low evaluation from examiners if it fails to be presented in accordance with 
professional academic literacy conventions of the discipline. Writing-based evaluation of 

doctoral students’ merit is consistent with the larger academic discourse; it is well-known that 

scholarly peer-reviewed publications (i.e. written texts) act as “a key indicator of academic 
identity and worth” (Lee & Boud, 2003, p. 190). Furthermore, the type of academic writing 

required at doctoral level often differs from that which is needed to succeed in coursework 

study: not only are doctoral students required to produce clear and logical written text, but they 

also need in their writing to position themselves as credible knowledge creators, not just 
knowledgeable students, in their fields of study by writing argumentatively and with authority 

(Kamler, 2008). Many students, particularly those from the more “numerate” or “technical” 

disciplines such as mathematics, computing and physics whose coursework units place a lower 
priority on the quality of discursive text as part of their assessment, have not received (and have 

had no reason to seek) explicit academic writing support prior to their enrolment in higher 
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degree research; as a result, doctoral writing is daunting and even overwhelming for many HDR 

students and the learning curve is extremely steep. Needless to say, the challenges that come 
with doctoral writing are felt even more keenly by those producing a thesis in a 

second/additional language and who are conducting their research in their home country at a 

distance from their host institution. 

It is therefore not surprising that the task of “writing up” the thesis has been described as 
traumatic (Humphrey & Simpson, 2012) and anxiety-causing for many doctoral students 

(Kamler, 2008; Wellington, 2010). Indeed, prior studies have identified thesis writing as a key 

contributor to students’ discontinuing their candidature (Lovitts, 2001; Rudd, 1985). Even when 
doctoral students persist with their candidature, many find that thesis writing requires 

considerably more time than they initially anticipated and planned for (Elgar, 2003). Ehrenberg, 

Jakubson, Groen, So, and Price (2007) illustrate this point with the observation that, in the US 
in the recent past, the median time for finishing a PhD in the humanities (i.e. disciplines which 

require the demonstration of sophisticated argumentative discursive writing) was nine years. In 

Australia, a conservative estimate of the average elapsed time from PhD commencement to 

completion is 4.4 years (Bourke, Holbrook, Lovat, & Farley, 2004), which still exceeds the 
prescribed completion times of four years enrolment or three and a half years of scholarship. 

Protracted completion times, and also non-completion, of the PhD degree have been associated 

variously with students’ individual characteristics, such as the student’s ability, psychosocial 
factors, age, field of study, study mode (full time or part time), engagement in paid employment 

and financial support, and institution-specific characteristics, such as departmental 

requirements, supervisory practices, the presence and the type of coursework/seminars, and the 
general institutional climate (Latona & Browne, 2001; Seagram, Gould, & Pyke, 1998; Martin, 

Maclachlan, & Kamel, 2001; Golde 2005). Furthermore, as mentioned in our introduction, 

studying off-campus or in isolation from other students also contributes to higher rates of 

discontinuation, from both undergraduate and postgraduate degrees (Albion & Erwee, 2011; 
Atherton & Barnes, 2012; Carr, 2000; Chyung, 2001). Anxieties related to doctoral thesis 

writing are often intensified when compounded by the presence of one or more of these other 

factors associated with protracted completion times and degree discontinuation. 

Given that thesis writing presents such a major challenge for many doctoral students and seems 
to be a key contributor to doctoral attrition and extended completion time, many institutions and 

academic language and learning (ALL) practitioners and researchers have sought ways to 

alleviate the pressures and challenges, and to improve the experience of doctoral students. 
Reading and writing groups are a popular peer-interaction related method for training doctoral 

students and enhancing the intellectual climate of a department. There can be multiple benefits 

for students and faculty staff to act jointly as reviewers and critically discuss each other’s work. 
One such benefit, widely cited in the literature, is that it strengthens participants’ identities as 

academics and promotes a sense of professional community (Aitchison, 2010; Lee & Boud, 

2003). This claim is rooted in a Community of Practice framework, which posits that people 
derive numerous professional and personal benefits from reciprocal interactions with others 

engaged in a shared practice (Wenger, 1998; Wenger & Snyder, 2000). Regularly 

seeking/providing constructive feedback from/to other researchers can increase doctoral 

students’ confidence as “legitimate” academics, exposes them to new and wider areas of current 
research, and can improve their appreciation of existing methodologies (Aitchison, 2010; 

Aitchison & Lee, 2006). Participation in a research writing group (RWG) “demystifies” the 

process of scholarly writing and equips doctoral students with an awareness of the stages 
involved (Aitchison & Lee, 2010; Cameron, Nairn, & Higgins, 2009; Ferguson, 2009; Lee & 

Boud, 2003). Anticipating feedback from fellow RWG members also provides participants with 

a sense of audience (Maher et al., 2008; Tsui & Ng, 2000), an important writing skill, well-
documented in writing research (see for example Bracewell, 1978 and Kroll, 1984). The 

benefits of participating in a RWG go beyond receiving collegial feedback on one’s drafts and 

developing an awareness of the writing process; it also reduces feelings of isolation and helps to 

foster feelings of connectedness, which have been found to be beneficial for doctoral students’ 
well-being and perseverance with their candidature (Aitchison & Lee, 2010; Albion & Erwee, 

2011; Golde, 2005; Heinrich, Rogers, Haley, & Taylor, 1997; Jones, 2013). Feelings of 



A-136 Research writing groups for off-campus doctoral students  

relatedness and shared experience resulting from regular interpersonal contact have numerous 

affective benefits and can act as a powerful motivator for doctoral students’ research endeavours 

(Lovitts & Nelson, 2000).  

Although the benefits of participating in RWGs are widely acknowledged, the participation 

described in the literature tends to assume FTF contact in a common physical location. Thus, 

geographically dispersed doctoral students have more or less been precluded from enjoying the 
benefits of RWG participation. We propose that CMC tools (such as video-conferencing) could 

provide a means for extending the RWG model to include off-campus, geographically dispersed 

doctoral students, and that doing so may alleviate many of the issues faced by off-campus 
students described in the previous section. Our proposal is supported by studies which have 

suggested that the use of CMC tools can enhance the provision of peer feedback on students’ 

writing (Liang, 2010; Liu & Sadler, 2003) and promote disciplinary knowledge construction 
(Hewings & Coffin, 2006). Liu & Sadler’s (2003) study corroborated that of Schultz (2000) in 

that the technology-enhanced peer review group produced a higher number and variety of 

comments than the face-to-face group; more specifically, the technology-enhanced group made 

more revision-oriented local comments, while their face-to-face counterparts tended to provide 
more global comments. Similarly, Tuzi (2004) found that CMC-enabled feedback was 

beneficial for second language writers in attending to the macro organization of their drafts.The 

suggestion that conducting peer writing groups remotely using CMC tools may have benefits 

over conducting them face to face is interesting and certainly invites further testing.  

It is currently unclear, however, how CMC-enabled RWGs should be designed so that they are 

simultaneously pedagogically sound, logistically feasible for institutions to run, and sustainable 
over the long term. Our paper thus seeks to explore this uncharted territory by identifying and 

discussing factors that are likely to have an impact on the ability of CMC-enabled RWGs to 

meet the needs of off-campus doctoral students; in particular their needs to develop research 

writing and reviewing skills, and to interact on a regular, long-term basis with other researchers 
interested in their work. We make a number of suggestions for HDR stakeholders considering 

running and assessing writing groups for their off-campus doctoral students, starting in the next 

section with an outline of key implementation options for the design of distance RWGs, in 

terms of modes of delivery and types of facilitiation. 

3. Designing RWGs for off-campus doctoral students  

3.1. Implementation options for CMC-enabled RWGs 

We have presented elsewhere some factors pertinent to the design of CMC-enabled writing 
groups (Kozar & Lum, forthcoming). Briefly, we argue that there are three broad considerations 

that should inform decisions when designing and implementing a writing group for distance 

doctoral students: pedagogical considerations, logistical considerations, and sustainability 
considerations. Furthermore, decisions need to be made that determine the group’s (i) locus of 

administration (i.e. initiated and coordinated by students or by the institution); (ii) mode of 

delivery (synchronous or asynchronous; written (typed) or spoken, audio-enabled or audio-

video-enabled) and (iii) extent and type of facilitation. We now extend our earlier 
conceptualization by providing a more detailed discussion of the mode of delivery and 

facilitation options for RWGs, with a particular focus on those run for off-campus doctoral 

students.  

3.1.1. Mode of delivery  

A range of tools is available to those seeking to organize writing groups for geographically 

dispersed participants. When selecting tools, organisers should consider the relative advantages 

and drawbacks of asynchronous (not real time) and synchronous (real-time) communication, 

both of which can allow for the exchange of text, audio and/or video messages.  

Asynchronous communication, such as emails or forum posts, is particularly useful for groups 

whose participants are located in different time zones and would find it challenging to find a 
mutually convenient meeting time. Other advantages of asynchronous communication are that it 
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reduces the communicative pressure to respond and allows for a more careful and considered 

composition of messages (Branon & Essex, 2001; DeBard & Guidera, 2000). Literature on 
virtual teams shows that asynchronous communication can considerably increase team 

productivity since each team member can work on the target task in a personally convenient 

time (Berry, 2006). However, although the literature highlights logistical advantages associated 

with asynchronous communication, the reduced opportunity for participants to seek immediate 
clarification on ambiguous comments or to “throw around ideas together” in a less formal forum 

may be a drawback of asynchronous meetings for doctoral RWGs (Ho & Savignon, 2007).  

On the other hand, synchronous CMC tools create conditions for increased negotiation of 
meaning and instant feedback (Hrastinski, 2008), processes situated at the core of socio-

constructivist learning theories (see for example Palincsar, 1998; Vygotsky, 1978). Synchronous 

CMC technology such as audio- or video-conferencing also allows for rich multimodal 
communication akin to natural FTF communication; not only can non-verbal cues such as facial 

expressions and vocal colour prevent misunderstandings and be used by members to temper the 

face-threatening nature of evaluating a peer’s writing (Brown & Levinson,1987), but 

synchronous discussion also enables members to point to and link various points in the text 
dynamically and spontaneously, enhancing the collaborative learning process. At the same time, 

however, the lack of opportunity to edit one’s input and the perceived pressure to provide 

instant feedback may be viewed as a disadvantage by some participants. Ho and Savignon 
(2007) report that synchronous peer review sessions were evaluated as more stressful by some 

learners due to the necessity to provide instant criticism. However, as all the participants in Ho 

and Savignon’s study were of East Asian origin, it is conceivable that such a perception of 

synchronous peer review may be culturally-mediated.  

As can be seen, there are different benefits to synchronous and asynchronous modes of 
communication, and depending on participants’ availability, access to technology and personal 

preferences, organisers or group members should select the most appropriate mode. It is, of 
course, also possible to opt for a combination of asynchronous and synchronous modes. For 

example, some groups might choose to distribute to-be-reviewed writing asynchronously by 

email and use the comment or track-changes functions of popular word processing software to 
provide feedback; they could then have a synchronous session, wherein reviewers clarify and 

expand on comments and participants collaboratively discuss issues that have emerged from the 

critiquing process or other writing, publication or candidature concerns.  

Table 1 summarizes the positive and negative features of asynchronous and synchronous modes 

of CMC, as pertinent to research writing groups for off-campus doctoral students. 

Table 1. Advantages (+) and drawbacks (-) of asynchronous and synchronous modes of CMC. 

  Asynchronous mode Synchronous mode 

Logistics:  

+ Reduced time demands: participants can 

contribute to discussion at any 

convenient time 

+ Minimal technical demands: requires 

only the emailing of documents with 

changes tracked 

  

 

  

 Considerable time demands: participants 

need to arrange a mutually convenient 

time  

 High technical demands: each 

participant requires sufficient bandwidth 

to support audio/video interactions, 

special software and hardware such as 

webcam and microphone 

Interaction features:  

± purely written (text-based) interaction
4
 

± delayed feedback & clarification 

+ possibility to draft and edit responses  

+ possibly less stressful (see Ho & 
Savignon, 2007) 

+ can encourage increased learner 

participation (e.g. of shy learners) 

(McBrien, Cheng, & Jones, 2009) 

 

+ rich multimodal interactions 

+ immediate feedback and clarification  

± responses delivered instantly 

 possibly more stressful (see Ho & 
Savignon, 2007) 

 
4 It is conceivable that members in an asynchronous environment could provide their feedback as a 

recorded voice message, but this would be much less common than providing written feedback. 
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3.1.2. Facilitation  

Facilitation is a concept rooted in constructivist theory, wherein a facilitator is defined as a more 

capable or knowledgeable individual who “fine-tunes and nudges discussion and learning in the 
right direction” (Johnson, 2001, p. 49). The concept of facilitated learning is closely linked to 

Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which was later 

extended to the concept of “scaffolding” (a term first used by Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976), 
and is popular in modern pedagogical theory. According to the constructivist view of learning, 

the presence of a facilitator is instrumental in many types of human developmental activities as 

it helps learners to notice and reduce the difference between their current and potential 

developmental stages.  

In considering the design of doctoral writing groups, many questions arise relating to 
facilitation, such as: (i) are group meetings more effective and fruitful when facilitated by an 

external “expert” assigned by the institution, or when they are run by the members themselves; 
(ii) if the former, what sort of expertise should the facilitator have?; (iii) should the facilitator be 

present at every meeting?; and (iv) how much responsibility should the facilitator have for 

monitoring the quality of the feedback offered and for solving technical, interpersonal and other 

problems that arise? 

Prior studies have suggested that an experienced, expert facilitator is beneficial for the 
functioning of “community of practice” groups (Akkerman, Petter, & de Laat, 2008; Tarmizi, de 

Vreede, & Zigurs, 2006), as they can provide a framework for collaboration and interactions 
and help the group to avoid potential tensions. And indeed, most recent literature on the 

functioning of doctoral writing groups reports some level of expert facilitation (Aitchison, 2010; 

Ferguson, 2009; Larcombe et al., 2007; Maher et al., 2008), with some of the facilitators 
providing structured instruction and assigning reading and homework. While these facilitators 

have tended to be ALL experts, doctoral writing group facilitators may instead or in addition 

specialise in the discipline(s) represented by the group members. 

On the other hand, other studies on writing groups in post-graduate and other learning contexts 
report instances of the “teacherless writing group” (the model described by Elbow, 1973), 

wherein students themselves act as facilitators. In the “teacherless” or “non-facilitated” 

condition, participants not only adopt the expert’s role as they provide feedback on each other’s 
work (Elbow, 1973), but may also take turns in chairing meetings. Although the literature 

provides some examples of student-led research groups (Huang, Chen, Olmanson, Sung, & 

Kim, 2010; Mercer, Kythreotis, Lambert, & Hughes, 2011), the research is scarce and does not 
provide sufficient detail for relevant stakeholders to rely on when designing a writing group for 

off-campus doctoral students. The question is further complicated by the fact that some writing 

groups which are described as “teacherless” in fact seemed to feature a facilitator, that is, an 

external person acting as a group leader and suggesting activities (Haas, 2011).  

In determining the need and role of an expert facilitator in the functioning of CMC-enabled 
writing groups, it is important to consider pragmatic and pedagogical aspects. Pragmatically, it 

may be beneficial to have an external party assume responsibility for the technological aspects 
of running the group, for example, selecting, and, if necessary, purchasing a licence for, the 

most appropriate software, ensuring that all participants can connect and communicate with 

equal levels of access, and trouble-shooting issues such as signal drop-outs that arise during 
meetings. In this case, a level of expertise in managing collaborative CMC tools would be a 

requirement for the facilitator. Another role of the facilitator of off-campus doctoral writing 

groups could be to assume overall oversight of the group: determining its membership (size and 

composition), managing schedules (reminding participants of meetings and text distribution 
deadlines), devising and executing contingency plans, and bringing the group to closure. 

Pedagogically, the benefits of an expert facilitator in CMC-enabled RWGs would be similar to 

those in FTF RWGs, but with the added advantage that off-campus students would be given the 
opportunity to connect with and draw on the expertise of another member of the professional 

academic community, from which many feel isolated, as was outlined above. 
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Alternatively, it could be more practical and sustainable for those institutions that lack 

appropriately trained personnel to facilitate CMC-enabled writing groups to encourage the 
formation of student-led groups. Indeed, even if sufficient human resources are available, 

favouring expert-led writing groups might go against the philosophy of some institutions to 

promote autonomy and independence among their doctoral students; conceptualizing writing 

groups as requiring expert facilitation might be perceived as situating this practice in a teacher-
centric paradigm and disregarding PhD candidates’ own capabilities. In keeping with the 

teacherless model of writing groups (Elbow, 1973; Gere, 1987), some doctoral writing groups 

might need only a minimum level of expert facilitation or no facilitation at all, and the authors 
know of a number of successfully run student-led writing groups run in FTF settings. A good 

model for stakeholders to consider is having an external party establish and facilitate only the 

initial meetings (the start-up phase), and withdrawing once members have experienced the 
purpose and operation of the group. Another option is for institutions to promote the benefits of 

RWGs to their doctoral researchers, and to make available online written and/or recorded 

guidelines on how to set up and conduct them; a good example of such resources is the 

Research Writing Group kit developed by the RMIT Study and Learning Centre (2013). The 
provision of online resources could be sufficient for the successful scaffolding of procedures. It 

remains unclear whether a “teacherless” model of writing groups is optimal for distance 

education, and what issues (if any) would arise in running off-campus writing groups that would 
best be sorted by an external party. In-depth empirical research is needed to investigate the 

dynamics of differently facilitated groups, namely facilitated, semi-facilitated and non-

facilitated (see Table 2 for a description of each option). Such research could provide useful 

insights into the relative merits and challenges of different types of groups.  

Table 2. Facilitation options for RWGs. 

Facilitated RWG Semi-facilitated RWG  Non-facilitated RWG 

Each session includes an 
expert-facilitator, who either 

actively conducts the session 
or is merely present to answer 

questions. The facilitator may 

be: 
(a) a discipline-specialist 

(b) an ALL-specialist 

(c) both a discipline- and 

ALL-specialist 

(a) Initial sessions include an 
expert facilitator who acts as 

a resource for the group.  
(b) Facilitation is provided as a 

set of written or recorded 

guidelines, distributed to 
members prior to the 

group’s commencement 

No external facilitation is 
provided; the group runs 

autonomously  

4. Factors and practices likely to impact the perceived effectiveness of 
CMC-enabled RWGs 

4.1. Overview 

We now turn to factors of RWGs that are not always controllable or predictable before a group 

commences, but which we conceive will be likely to affect its participants’ levels of satisfaction 
with the experience and the group’s potential as a learning environment. Institutions or groups 

of doctoral students may identify a viable and appropriate mode of delivery and level of external 

facilitation for their CMC-enabled RWGs, but whether the groups succeed may in the end hinge 
on a wide range of factors, such as group dynamics and meeting logistics. Few have critiqued or 

highlighted the challenges associated with running FTF writing groups, which may be indicative 

of the relatively early stage of research in this area; however, this lack of critique may have the 
effect of “glossing over” known or potential problems and does not alert stakeholders to 

possible pitfalls when running groups for either on- or off-campus students. It is therefore 

important to extend the research focus from merely describing (positive) practices of FTF 

groups to investigating the dynamics of writing groups more comprehensively.  
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To propose the factors which are likely to affect the perceived effectiveness of CMC-enabled 

writing groups, we draw on findings from research on both FTF writing groups and CMC-
enabled learning environments, acknowledging that that the dynamics of CMC-enabled writing 

groups cannot be assumed to be identical to those reported in studies on FTF writing groups or 

CMC-enabled learning environments. In addition, we acknowledge that identification of and 

success with individual factors will not guarantee overall success of the CMC-enabled group. 
Complexity theory holds that a group of individuals engaged in joint interactions (exemplified 

in the doctoral writing group) constitutes a complex adaptive system (Eidelson, 1997; Lansing, 

2003), and the nature of the system is realized through the interactions of its many components. 
The characteristics and the behaviour of a complex system cannot be predicted from analysing 

the individual components, as the system is “more than a sum of its parts” (Mason, 2008, pp. 

36-37). Therefore, while findings of prior research on FTF writing groups and CMC-mediated 
learning contexts may prove useful in identifying the factors that may impact the success of a 

CMC-mediated writing group, such factors should be viewed at this stage only as potentially 

important and will need to be tested empirically to determine how they work in concert. 

We start by reviewing the literature on FTF research writing groups. Table 3 summarizes 
practices observed in FTF RWGs which seem to positively or negatively affect the group’s 

effectiveness as a learning environment.  

Table 3. Practices affecting group dynamics reported in the literature on FTF groups 

Practices reported as enriching in FTF RWG  Practices reported as hindering in FTF RWG 

+ Voluntary participation (Ferguson, 2009) 

+ Small group size (Ferguson, 2009) 

+ Multiple disciplines and levels of study 
(Aitchison, 2010; Cuthbert, Spark, & 

Burke, 2009; Ferguson, 2009) 

+ Jointly developing and articulating meeting 
procedures from the outset (Lee & Boud, 

2003; Maher et al., 2008) 

+ Adopting “a shared language” and “terms” 

(Aitchison, 2010; Maher et al., 2008) 

+ Distributing writing in advance (Maher et 

al., 2008) 

+ Providing readers with specific questions 

to attend to for each piece of writing 

(Maher et al., 2008) 

- Reviewers using the discussion to 
misappropriate the writer’s agenda (Lee & 

Boud, 2003) 

- Cultural differences among group 

members (Nelson, 1997) 

An examination of the factors listed in Table 3 suggests that the success of the FTF writing 
group relates to the meeting of various cognitive, interpersonal and logistical needs. For 

example, “jointly developing and articulating meeting procedures” attends to the logistics of 

group meetings, but these processes can also encourage positive interpersonal relationship 
between the group members. In a similar vein, “distributing writing in advance” may contribute 

to improved cognitive outcomes by providing sufficient time to review and respond to writing, 

but may also perform a “relationship-maintenance” function if the draft is distributed personally 

and is accompanied by a personal message. Likewise, providing readers with focused questions 
for review could contribute to logistical, cognitive and interpersonal needs simultaneously. It is, 

however, conceivable that the practices highlighted in the literature as enriching may not always 

produce a positive effect on a group. For instance, it is possible that the act of negotiating joint 
procedures could violate some participants’ expectations and negatively affect the interpersonal 

dynamics of the group. Similarly, if distribution of writing and focused questions prior to the 

meetings is done in such a way that some participants perceive it to be insufficiently 

interpersonal or violating their expectations, these practices could lead to tensions within the 

group. 
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We now turn to the literature on CMC-enabled classes and other learning contexts to identify 

any guidance it may provide to those wishing to run writing groups using videoconferencing 
and other CMC tools. Research has shown that learning can be both enriched and hindered by 

the use of CMC. For instance, on the positive side, asynchronous written CMC such as email 

can encourage learners to seek feedback more frequently, which can result in increased 

engagement (Warschauer, Turbee, & Roberts, 1996); multimodality such as that which is 
possible using collaborative word processors can encourage process-oriented, rather than 

product-oriented, collaborative writing (Ciekanski & Chanier, 2008); and video facilities can 

assist learner interactions via paralinguistic clues (Wang, 2004). On the other hand, technical 
issues can offset the benefits of CMC-enabled discussion and peer review (van der Geest & 

Remmers, 1994); for instance, instability of sound and/or video quality and delays in lip 

synchronisation can hinder interaction (Wang, 2004). In summary, CMC tools present 
opportunities and challenges to those considering offering learning environments such as RWGs 

for geographically dispersed participants. 

Building on the literature on FTF writing groups and CMC-enabled learning and business 

environments, we now propose the factors that are likely to impact the perceived success of 
CMC-enabled RWGs. We argue that CMC-enabled RWGs will be considered successful if 

members receive affective and interpersonal benefits, perceive certain cognitive gains, and are 

comfortable with the logistical arrangements of the meetings. 

4.2. Interpersonal factors 

Studies on performance of virtual teams have foregrounded the importance of interpersonal and 

relational factors among physically-separated members (Saonee, Manju, Suprateek, & Kirkeby, 
2011). In the context of geographically dispersed individuals without a shared history and/or 

social and cultural context, relational factors, such as trust and positive affect, seem to act as a 

cohesive force that fosters the functioning of the system (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1998).  
Furthermore, studies which compare the skills and competencies of face-to-face and online 

language tutors have suggested that the CMC-mediated environment seems to require an 

increased attention to interpersonal and social aspects of communication (Shelley, White, 

Baumann, & Murphy, 2006). One could, therefore, expect that the perceived success of a 
writing group for research students located in different geographical and cultural contexts will, 

to a large degree, depend on how quickly and well the members form positive, trusting 

interpersonal relationships, and that if such relationships are not formed, then the group’s 

success will be compromised.  

We pointed out earlier that one of the goals of implementing CMC-enabled writing groups 

would be to provide an academic community of practice that decreases the sense of social 
isolation experienced by many off-campus students. The development of such a community 

would be greatly facilitated within a writing group by the interchange of generous, respectful 

and timely feedback on each member’s draft texts. Conversely, if feedback – particularly 

criticism – on members’ texts is not constructive, too brief or not on time, or is delivered in an 
insensitive face-threatening way, members may quickly lose motivation to participate and the 

group is likely to be perceived as somewhat unsuccessful, regardless of any other “success 

factors” at play. 

In other words, the interpersonal dynamics amongst members of a CMC-enabled group may 
either enrich or hinder the development of members’ research writing skills and the sense of 

academic community, and therefore their perception of the group’s effectiveness.  

4.3. Cognitive factors  

A CMC-enabled group is likely to attract and satisfy participants if it equips them with new 

skills or knowledge, that is, if it promises and delivers cognitive gains. While participants of a 
research writing group may be motivated to join by different goals, it can be hypothesized with 

a considerable degree of certainly that improving cognitive skills associated with academic 

writing will be among the most important. If this is the case, the perceived effectiveness of a 

writing group will be impacted not only by perceived affective or interpersonal gains, but by 
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perceived cognitive gains, such as improved rhetorical awareness, stronger argumentation skills, 

and an increased confidence in self-editing and peer review. Although a strong sense of 
community has been linked to some cognitive gains (see for example Baturay, 2010), primarily 

via positive affect (students who feel a strong sense of community tend to be motivated to exert 

more effort, which increases cognitive gains), “interaction is not a guarantee that students are 

cognitively engaged” (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes, 2005, p. 135): in other words, a writing 
group with a positive interpersonal climate that does not result in the development of research 

literacy or peer review skills is unlikely to meet students’ main  goal of mastering thesis or 

article writing, and will ultimately be considered unsuccessful or ineffective. 

There are many factors which may contribute to the perceived cognitive gains from 
participating in a writing group for research students: some will relate to participants’ individual 

characteristics, such as their level of discipline knowledge/expertise, their metalinguistic 
awareness and their level of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993), while others will be influenced by 

contextual factors, such as the relevance and accessibility of discussion and feedback, and the 

composition of the group. A key consideration for those designing CMC-enabled writing groups 

is whether the CMC-mediated environment itself is likely to have a negative influence on the 
cognitive processes of participants. For instance, managing an unfamiliar online environment 

may add a heavy cognitive burden to some participants, which results in less efficient 

processing of discussion content and a reduced cognitive gain compared to that which would be 
achieved in a more familiar environment. On the other hand, the CMC environment may 

enhance cognitive gains by providing additional tools for information processing and the 

negotiation of meaning. A good example is the visual function afforded by some online 
collaborative writing environments, where participants are able to see one another undertaking 

editing and formatting functions such as underlining, highlighting, and copying/cutting and 

pasting. Prior research on writing development has shown that the use of such word processor 

functions in pair or group settings tends to be associated with the enhancement of writing skills 
due to the affordance of the word processor to promote “a fluid conceptualization of text” 

(Bangert-Drowns, 1993, p. 69). In particular, the word processor has been shown to encourage 

revision behaviour in writers and to result in improved editing skills (Graham, 2007).  

Therefore, it is critical for those designing and implementing CMC-enabled RWGs to attend to 
various ways in which participants’ cognitive processing can be enhanced. For example, 

participants could be encouraged to employ features such as highlighting and underlining when 

discussing specific comments and edits to increase the salience of certain textual information. It 
may also be useful for facilitators to conduct an initial training session to introduce participants 

to the new environment and to reduce the burden of an increased cognitive load associated with 

the use of new technology. Once the doctoral students are freed from attending to the CMC 
technology, they will be more likely to achieve positive cognitive gains relating to research 

literacy, which is one of the main aims for implementing or joining a RWG. 

4.4. Logistical factors  

Yet another group of factors which may either hinder or enhance the running of a CMC-

mediated writing group relates to the logistics of the meetings. Earlier, we showed how 

technology-related factors such as the use of synchronous or asynchronous CMC tools can have 
logistical advantages in certain contexts; they may encourage interaction and may enhance 

learning (i.e. lead to interpersonal and cognitive gains). On the other hand, technology-related 

factors may instead impede group interaction and hinder learning; for instance, problems may 
occur if certain members’ computers have inadequate hardware or insufficient bandwidth to 

facilitate real time communication, or if certain members have inadequate technical competence 

to navigate around the software. In general, the more conspicuous the technology, the lower will 

be participants’ levels of satisfaction with the CMC-enabled meeting. 

There are other logistical factors unrelated to the CMC technology, such as the hour of day that 
the meeting occurs, the group size, and the duration and frequency of meetings, that may also 

contribute to the overall perceived success of an online group. When members are located in 
different time zones, finding a mutually convenient time to hold synchronous meetings will 
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require more planning than that which is required when setting up meetings in a FTF context. 

The potentially different time zones may also mean that participants of the writing group could 
have different preferences for the duration and frequency of meetings, with some being able to 

commit more time than others to participating in meetings at a particular time of day in their 

time zone. In online settings, group size is also likely to have a greater influence on the 

interactional dynamics and effectiveness of meetings than it would in FTF settings. Group size 
may also influence decisions regarding mode of communication. In a videoconferencing 

environment, for example, it may be more practical for larger groups (say, with more than four 

interactants) to use both audio and video functions (rather than the audio only function) to 
reduce confusion over speaker and addressee identity; on the other hand, in a large group some 

participants may feel more self-conscious and may prefer to use the audio only function or even 

just to type their input.  

Just as Herzberg (1966, 1982) highlighted that the absence of “demotivating” factors does not 
guarantee participant satisfaction, but that their presence does result in dissatisfaction, smooth 

logistical arrangements with CMC-enabled writing groups may not ensure participants’ learning 

or satisfaction, but logistical problems are very likely to result in a negative experience and 
reduced cognitive or affective/interpersonal gains. This view resonates with claims in positive 

psychology that satisfying experiences are more than the absence of dissatisfying experiences 

(see Sachau, 2007 for a discussion of commonalities between Herzberg's theory and recent 

findings of positive psychology).  

We hypothesize that the perceived success of a CMC-mediated writing group is likely to depend 

on these three inter-related factors: participants’ perceptions of interpersonal outcomes (how 
well they feel they interact with one another), participants’ perceptions of cognitive outcomes 

(how much they feel they have learnt from participating in the RWG) and group logistics (how 

convenient the meetings are to attend and how easy the CMC tools are to use). It is the interplay 

of these three factors which we suggest may enrich or hinder learning and interaction in a 
particular group and may determine the perceived success of that group. Figure 1 presents in 

graphical form the complex interplay of these factors. 

 

 

Figure 1. The interplay of factors likely to affect the perceived effectiveness of a CMC-enabled 

research writing group. 
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It should be noted that this proposed model should be treated as tentative and theoretical. Given 

the absence of prior empirical research on the running of CMC-mediated writing groups and the 
number and range of factors that can potentially influence the outcomes of such groups, 

accurately anticipating the dynamics of a particular group seems implausible; such predictions 

are bound to overlook certain cumulative effects of the factors at play in this dynamic, complex 

system. Empirical research is needed on the implementation and facilitation of CMC-enabled 
writing groups for geographically dispersed doctoral students in order to appreciate their actual 

dynamics more fully.  Consequently, the authors are currently conducting an exploratory study 

that investigates the effects of different degrees of facilitation and different communication 

modes on the perceived effectiveness of CMC-enabled writing groups.  

5. Evaluating the effectiveness of distance research writing groups  

As was highlighted earlier in this paper, the social practice of writing groups in the FTF context 
appears still to be at a relatively early stage of research with most studies using a descriptive 

case-study methodology; a unified set of criteria for evaluating a group’s effectiveness is yet to 

be advanced. Most prior studies to date have relied on group members’ perceived satisfaction 
from participating in the writing group as the primary measure of success (Ferguson, 2009; Lee 

& Boud, 2003; Maher et al., 2008).  Given the formative nature of peer review feedback, this 

criterion would seem appropriate for evaluating the outcome of CMC-mediated writing groups 
as well. Eliciting participants’ reflections on the CMC-enabled RWG process and their 

perceptions of the outcomes could assist in determining whether the group was enjoyable and 

fruitful. Another approach would be to seek feedback from relevant external parties, such as 

supervisors’ perceptions of the development of their students’ writing as a result of participating 
in the writing group. Yet another way to evaluate the activities of the writing group could be to 

measure research output, such as the length and the number of texts completed/published with 

the assistance of the writing group. As a learning resource, RWGs could be evaluated on the 
duration of participants’ involvement and the attrition rate from the groups, and/or changes in 

attrition rate from the doctoral degree program. These forms of evaluation could also be applied 

to RWGs run in FTF settings.  

To evaluate groups run specifically for off-campus doctoral students, it would be useful to 
compare the HDR candidature experience of distance students who are participating or have 

participated in a research writing group with those who have never participated in a research 

writing group. Such a comparison would help determine the role in which participating in a 
peer-learning group can play in meeting those challenges faced by many distance doctoral 

students that we described earlier, namely their sense of isolation from the academic 

community, limited access to training resources, lower self-confidence and lower satisfaction 

with the doctoral candidature experience.  

These are just a few examples of the many possible approaches for measuring the value and 

effectiveness of research writing groups. It remains unclear, however, which method(s) should 

be prioritized and applied. We therefore see a pressing need for the formulation of appropriate 
assessment criteria which will provide institutions and other stakeholders with a means to 

evaluate and report on the effectiveness of their own writing groups, both FTF and CMC-

enabled.  

6. Conclusion  

In an age when it is becoming increasingly feasible for doctoral students to opt for distance or 
flexible off-campus modes of education and research, it seems particularly important for 

doctoral educators to develop a deeper appreciation of the challenges that these students are 

likely to face and to consider ways in which their experience could be improved. In this paper, 
we have outlined some of the needs and challenges faced particularly by off-campus doctoral 

students and have suggested using CMC tools for running research writing groups to meet some 

of those needs. We have argued that the success of such groups depends not only in determining 
an appropriate mode of delivery and sustainable level of facilitation, but also in attending to 
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factors that will affect how participants perceive the group’s effectiveness, namely those that 

relate to interpersonal and cognitive gains, and technology and meeting logistics. While this 
paper provides a number of initial insights into how organizing writing groups for distance 

doctoral students can be achieved, much work is yet to be done on investigating this social 

practice in more detail. It now seems imperative that empirically-based research is conducted 

into this emergent, potentially transformative practice to meet the needs of the growing body of 

distance doctoral students.  
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