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Voice Construction, Assessment, and Extra-Textual Identity

The concept of voice has long attracted the attention of teachers, but more recently has also been 

the focus of a growing body of research aiming to understand voice as self-representation in writ-

ing. Adopting a socio-cultural orientation to voice, studies have revealed much about how textual 

choices are used by readers to build images of text-authors; however, such research has been limited 

to contexts in which the author’s actual identity is unknown by the reader. Research has offered 

limited insight into how an author’s embodied self figures into readers’ voice construction, or how 

voice construction is connected to readers’ assessments of text—with or without knowledge of the 

author’s identity apart from the text. This article takes up these issues by exploring how readers’ 

exposure to videos of two second language (L2) student-authors influenced voice construction 

and evaluation of the students’ papers. Through primarily qualitative and intertextual analysis, 

the study concludes that voice construction, extra-textual identity, and assessment are related 

and interacting constructs, though these relationships are neither straightforward nor predict-

able. Methodological, pedagogical, and theoretical implications of this conclusion are discussed. 

Introduction
Recent scholarship has displaced traditional perceptions of academic writing as 
impersonal and neutral through insights into its highly social and interactive nature. 
Discourse and genre analysis, for example, have demonstrated that academic texts 
are in fact replete with displays of authorial identity, including social affiliations, 
markers of stance, and interpersonal engagement with readers (Hyland, 2000, 
2004, 2008a). Such displays play a critical role in the reception of texts, shaping 
readers’ perceptions of an author’s credibility, convictions, and disciplinary com-
mitments; as such, they also become important features of academic writing for 
learners to contend with.

One aspect of identity in writing that has long received attention is that of 
voice, though, similarly, the notion was traditionally consigned to discussions of 
literary or expressive writing and characterized as authenticity, unique resonance, 
or style (Elbow, 1994, 2007). Contemporary research, however, has brought a socio-
cultural lens to voice, re-defining it as self-representation and highlighting its role 
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in academic writing (e.g., Hyland, 2008a; Ivanič & Camps, 2001; Prior, 2001). While 
scholarship has drawn attention to the ways in which voice (as self-representation) 
is constructed through text, we still know little about how aspects of a writer’s iden-
tity beyond the text (e.g., sex, age, race) may influence voice construction or how 
such constructions may affect readers’ overall assessments of writing, if at all. This 
article takes up the interaction of voice, extra-textual identity, and assessment by 
exploring how readers’ exposure to videos of two second-language (L2) student-
authors influenced voice construction and assessment of the students’ papers. 
Though my study specifically examines these issues in the case of two L2 writers, 
the implications have application beyond a multilingual student population.

Voice Construction in Academic Writing
Scholarship on voice has developed considerably in the past decade, moving be-
yond its earlier associations with style in literary or personal writing. Reviews of 
the related literature tend to delineate two primary orientations to voice, including 
individualized voice, associated with personal style, and social voice, emphasizing 
the socially situated dimensions of voice related to discourse and genre. While the 
former orientation may be the dominant view among teachers (Jeffery, 2010) and 
students (Petrić, 2010), the latter orientation has become increasingly visible in 
scholarship. Social orientations to voice generally build on Bakhtin’s use of the 
term to describe all texts as containing and appropriating multiple voices, which 
include the histories that adhere to the borrowed words, phrases, and utterances. 
As Sperling and Appleman (2011) point out, Bakhtin’s (1981, 1986) theories of 
language stress that words and utterances are both a result of prior cultural histories 
and of individuals’ decisions for adopting and blending (see also Ivanič, 1998, on 
this point). Prior (2001), also drawing heavily on Bakhtin (as well as Volosinov, 
Vygotsky, and Wertsch), argues that individual and social voice should not be seen 
as discrete orientations but rather as in dialogue; he asks readers to re-imagine 
language as “streams that are always simultaneously social and personal . . . neither 
inside nor outside, but between people” (p. 59).

Taking a similar theoretical perspective, Matsuda (2001) offers a re-oriented 
definition of voice that has particular value for researchers: 

Voice is the amalgamative effect of the use of discursive and non-discursive features that 
language users choose, deliberately or otherwise, from socially available yet ever-changing 
repertoires . . . It is distinguished from similar concepts such as “style” or “register,” both 
of which refer to the use of particular sets of discursive features, by its emphasis on the 
effect; that is, style and register are factors that contribute to—as well as constrain the 
construction of voice. Ethos and persona are also similar to voice in that they are all 
concerned with self-representation in discourse; however, both ethos and persona are 
the result of deliberate choice (Cherry, 1988), whereas voice in this definition may be 
intentional or unintentional. (p. 41)
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Matsuda likens his definition to Ivanič ’s (1998) discoursal self, described as “the 
impression—often multiple, sometimes contradictory—which [a writer] con-
sciously or unconsciously conveys of themselves in a particular written text”  
(p. 25), or the impression constructed in the act of writing (Burgess & Ivanič, 2010); 
Matsuda’s definition also incorporates Burgess and Ivanič’s more recent notion of 
the perceived writer, or “the impression of the writer that the reader creates in the 
act of reading a text” (Matsuda, 2001, p. 241). These definitions of voice—which I 
adopt in the present research—emphasize that the choices academic writers make 
(e.g., to use or avoid I, to include or exclude tables) involve decisions of identity. 
They also, however, underscore that the resulting impression created by such deci-
sions may or may not reflect the author’s intended impression. Voice, then, is to 
some extent an ascribed identity (Morita, 2004), projected onto writers by their 
readers but based, at least in part, on the writer’s choices.

When voice is thought of as an effect, the reader is necessarily central to its 
construction. Studies have confirmed that many (if not all) readers do actively 
construct voice as they engage with a text. For instance, when reading anonymous 
texts, readers may form impressions of an author’s experience or status in the field, 
disciplinary background, knowledge of the topic, approach to the writing task, 
credibility, sex, language background, ethnicity, or level of education, among other 
characteristics (Beason, 2001; Davila, 2011; Haswell & Haswell, 1996; Matsuda 
& Tardy, 2007; Tardy & Matsuda, 2009). Such impressions are formed through a 
range of resources, from lexis and syntax to semantic, visual, and material aspects 
of text (Ivanič, 1998; Matsuda, 2001). Text-based studies that do not examine reader 
reactions have also identified interpersonal resources that may leave particular 
impressions on readers, such as metadiscourse (e.g., sequence and frame mark-
ers, hedges, attitude markers) (Hyland, 2004), parentheticals (Palacas, 1989), or 
citation patterns (Hyland, 2000); these resources signal the author’s relationship 
with an imagined reader and may influence an actual reader’s impression of the 
author. As Rubin (1995) puts it, “stylistic options ‘leak’ clues about writers’ social 
identities” (p. 4).

While several of the above studies examining voice as self-representation have 
focused on text description, a smaller number of studies have explored readers’ 
processes in constructing voice more directly. Davila (2011), for example, shared 
anonymous undergraduate student papers with 12 writing instructors and found 
that the instructors’ perceptions of sentence- and text-level “standardness” was 
pivotal in their construction of the student-authors’ racial identities; there were 
no instances in her research of instructors attributing a positively evaluated text 
feature to an African American author. Drawing on findings from a simulated 
blind peer review task, Matsuda and Tardy (2007) argue that markedness plays a 
crucial role in voice construction. In essence, when a text conforms to expected 
genre conventions of a community, readers are likely to construct the author as 
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a fairly “typical” member of that community; deviations from the norm, on the 
other hand, become salient to readers and often cause them to build particular 
impressions of the author. The overall impression that a reader forms of an author 
is not tied to just one feature but is instead a cumulative (or in Matsuda’s, 2001, 
words, “amalgamative”) effect of the many features that are noticed—and even 
those that are unnoticed. Because readers bring their own assumptions, values, 
experiences, and expectations to a text (which may change over time and space), 
different features may be marked for different readers; therefore, readers will not 
all construct an author’s voice identically. 

Up to this point, reader-based studies have generally considered voice con-
struction in anonymous writing situations in which readers are provided texts 
with some contextual details (e.g., the circumstances under which the text was 
written) but with little or no information about the actual authors (e.g., Davila, 
2011; Matsuda & Tardy, 2007; Tardy & Matsuda, 2009). Such studies have been 
useful for isolating the ways in which textual features (including material or visual 
aspects of text) shape voice construction, and they resemble such construction in 
practices like blind peer review or large-scale assessment; however, they differ in 
important ways from classroom settings in which readers hold additional knowl-
edge about and interactions with the author. Ethnographic classroom studies 
have demonstrated, for example, that teachers’ perceptions and constructions of 
student identity are both situated in space and time and mediated through em-
bodied interactions (Harklau, 2000; Hull, Rose, Fraser, & Castellano, 1991; Prior, 
1991, 1998). Through close analysis of one teacher’s remedial construction of a 
student named “Maria,” Hull et al. (1991) reveal how complex such influences 
are, rooted in national cultural biases and educational frames with long histories. 
Following language minority students from high school to community college, 
Harklau (2000) also shows how representations of students shift across institutional 
contexts. Taken together, text-based and ethnographic studies demonstrate how 
identity construction occurs both apart from and as part of textual production 
and reception, but always within a socio-historic context.

While ethnographic studies have shed much light on identity construction 
more generally, we know less about the extent to which a reader’s knowledge of 
aspects of a writer’s identity beyond the text (such as language background or 
ethnicity) may influence voice construction in the broad sense in which I define 
it here. For instance, it is possible that certain textual features may be “read” dif-
ferently—forming different impressions of the author—when a reader knows 
the author to be of a certain ethnolinguistic background, to have certain physical 
characteristics, and or to display particular personality traits, compared to when 
the reader has simply imagined these aspects of identity from an anonymous text. 
The present study does not seek to track such specific effects; however, it does 
aim to provide insight into these processes of identity construction by exploring 
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how the simple act of viewing an author (and thereby learning more about his or 
her biographical information) may influence voice construction and assessment. 

In this article, I refer to such aspects of identity as extra-textual identity, 
which I define as aspects of an author’s identity that are constructed outside of 
written communication, based on characteristics like an author’s name, gender, 
race, nationality, linguistic background, perceived personality, or even life story. 
Readers may be aware of such characteristics through demographic data alone 
(e.g., in a research study or testing context in which they are informed of certain 
writer characteristics) or through embodied interactions with the author. These 
aspects of extra-textual identity, like voice, are part of the broader and complex 
construct of identity and identity construction. Though a full review of theories 
of identity is beyond the scope of this article, it is perhaps important to articulate 
my own understanding of identity as always in flux and socially mediated, most 
closely aligned with what Moje and Luke (2009) describe as an identity-as-position 
metaphor. Within this orientation, identity is an act of interpellation (Althusser, 
1971) in which certain identities are called into being through discourses, narra-
tives, artifacts, interactions, and other activities across space and time (Moje & 
Luke, 2009). Certain activities or genres may call into being particular aspects of 
authors’ and readers’ identities as they perform their respective roles and positions. 
Identity, in this sense, may merge textual and extra-textual identity construction. 
While these aspects of identity are linked theoretically, in practice we both project 
and ascribe identities apart from literate texts at times. For instance, a teacher may 
form certain impressions of a student who regularly sits in the back of the room 
with a cell phone on the desk or of an international student who struggles with 
American English pronunciation, before even seeing the students’ writing. In 
classroom contexts, readers often have some knowledge of writers’ biographical 
stories and backgrounds when reading their work (and thus constructing their 
voices), whereas in other contexts, like large-scale assessment, readers construct 
voice with very limited or no knowledge of the writer beyond the text. 

Extra-Textual Identity and Assessment in Academic Writing
To date, research that links voice and assessment has focused on the ways in which 
voice is described in and evaluated through assessment rubrics (DiPardo, Storms, 
& Selland, 2011; Jeffery, 2011) or has attempted to correlate an expressivist no-
tion of individual voice (defined by features like assertiveness and presence) to 
assessment of overall writing quality (e.g., Helms-Park & Stapleton, 2003; Zhao 
& Llosa, 2008). Matsuda and Tardy’s (2007; Tardy & Matsuda, 2009) studies sug-
gest a possible link between the ways in which readers construct an author’s voice 
dialogically and their assessments of the author’s text, but our research did not 
specifically examine or establish that link. The focus I take in this article, prompted 
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by those studies, turns specifically to the question of how readers’ assessments of 
a text may be linked to their constructions of the author’s voice and, further, to 
their experience of the writer’s extra-textual identity. While previous research gives 
an incomplete understanding of this three-way relationship, a handful of studies 
have examined the influence of extra-textual knowledge of a writer’s identity on 
assessment. These studies are often grounded in the compelling evidence that 
extra-textual identity can impact human perceptions of language interactions 
more generally (e.g., Lindemann, 2002). In one well known study, Rubin (1992) 
found that undergraduate students listening to a lecture reported lower listening 
comprehension when they believed the lecturer (based on a photograph) to be Asian 
versus when they believed the lecturer to be Caucasian, despite the two groups of 
students listening to an identical audio recording of a U.S. native-English speaker. 

A few studies have directly investigated the relationship between extra-textual 
identity and assessment, but they have yielded somewhat mixed and contradictory 
findings. For example, in a relatively complex research design, Haswell and Haswell 
(1996) examined the interaction between an author’s gender, a reader’s gender, and 
the reader’s status relative to the author (teacher vs. peer). Participants (including 
32 writing instructors and 32 undergraduate students) read two student essays 
and were told the gender of the second essay’s author but not the first; they were 
asked to assess both essays and to guess the gender of the first paper’s author. The 
researchers found that being told that an author was female increased the readers’ 
amount of positive critique, but the picture became somewhat fuzzier when the 
readers’ gender was considered: Female teachers gave lower assessments when they 
knew the writer was female, and female students gave higher assessments when they 
knew the writer was male. The authors conclude that gender bias in writing assess-
ment is far from straightforward and is the product of many interacting factors.

A small set of studies has also examined the effect of ethnicity, race, and/or 
language background on teachers’ assessment of writing, again with somewhat 
mixed findings. Rubin and Williams-James (1997), for example, provided 33 
teachers with a student essay that indicated the author to be from either the U.S., 
Denmark, or Thailand (the essay was in fact the same in each case) and asked the 
teachers to grade and provide feedback on the essay as they would a student paper. 
They found that the teachers did not react more harshly to papers attributed to 
non-native English writers; in fact, the “Thai-authored” paper was graded more 
highly than the “U.S.-authored” paper, and the “Dane” paper was not judged 
significantly differently from either. The study’s findings problematize a simple 
relationship between readers’ knowledge of language background and assessment, 
a conclusion corroborated by other studies as well. Roberts and Cimasko (2008), 
for instance, compared 65 professors’ holistic scores of a one-page essay, with about 
half of the professors believing the text was written by a Chinese first-language 
(L1) writer and the other half believing the text’s author was a Spanish L1 writer. 
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The researchers found no significant difference in the holistic ratings based on per-
ceived ethnicity of the author, leading them to question “whether possible negative 
stereotypes associated with an ethnic group are transferable to written media and 
to what degree” (p. 137). Piché, Rubin, Turner, and Michelin’s (1978) study adds 
somewhat more confusion to the picture. These authors shared an essay with or 
without African American dialect markers with 100 teachers and asked the teachers 
to speculate on the ethnicity of the author and to assess the paper’s quality. They 
found that the papers that included nonstandard features were not assessed to be 
significantly different by the teachers, but that the readers’ speculation that the 
author was African American did correlate with a lower assessment of the paper’s 
quality. In other words, while textual markers themselves did not have a relation-
ship with assessment (or with attributions of the writer’s race), perceptions of the 
author’s race did relate to judgments of writing quality. The authors concluded that 
a general racial bias appeared to exist but that that bias was not linked to textual 
features. Notably, all of the reader-teachers in the study were White.

Taken together, these studies cannot point to a direct, predictable relationship 
between a reader’s knowledge of certain aspects of a writer’s extra-textual identity 
(such as sex, ethnicity, or race) and his or her assessment of that writer’s text; 
however, we can conclude from this research that such a relationship may exist in 
certain circumstances, and that characteristics of both the reader and writer are 
important pieces of the puzzle. Further, these studies have not considered the ways 
in which voice construction more broadly may relate to assessment.

The Present Study
In sum, while previous research has provided some insights into the textual resources 
that contribute to readers’ constructions of voice, studies have not specifically ex-
plored the role that readers’ knowledge of extra-textual identity might play in such 
construction—in other words, do readers construct voice differently when they 
are aware of certain aspects of a writer’s extra-textual identity? We also know little 
about the relationship between readers’ constructions of authorial voice (drawn 
from textual features alone or a combination of textual and extra-textual features) 
and their assessments of the author’s writing. A better understanding of these 
relationships can shed light on both voice and assessment, two important areas of 
writing development and instruction. These issues are of particular relevance to 
second language writers, who are faced with the challenge of self-representation 
in an L2, often writing for White, native English-speaking assessors. Therefore, the 
present study explores the following questions: 

 1. In what ways does interaction with aspects of a writer’s extra-textual 
identity, through a videorecording of the author, influence readers’  
construction of voice? 
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 2. In what ways does interaction with aspects of a writer’s extra-textual 
identity, through a videorecording of the author, influence readers’  
assessment of the writer’s text? 

 3. Is there a relationship between readers’ constructions of an author’s 
voice (with or without knowledge of extra-textual identity) and their  
assessment of the author’s text? 

In investigating these questions, I rely on Matsuda’s (2001) definition of voice and 
my previously shared definition of extra-textual identity, as described above. Taken 
together, the questions aim to isolate the role of extra-textual identity in voice 
construction (RQ1) and in assessment (RQ2), and then to examine the three-way 
interaction between voice, extra-textual identity, and assessment (RQ3). Because 
prior research suggests that readers’ backgrounds influence voice construction, in 
exploring each of these three questions I also take into account issues of reader 
background, most specifically the reader’s teaching background as an instructor 
of first-year writing or English as a second language. While comparison of these 
two backgrounds was not a major focus of the study, inclusion of these two groups 
allows for some exploration of how these different experiences and orientations 
may play a role in the voice-construction and assessment processes.

As previous quantitative studies in this area have demonstrated a complicated 
relationship between aspects of identity and assessment (e.g., Haswell & Haswell, 
1996; Rubin & Williams-James, 1997), this study takes a primarily qualitative and 
intertextual approach drawing on reader reactions to student writing through 
discourse-based interviews. Twenty instructors were given two student papers 
to read and assess; the instructors then discussed their impressions of the papers 
and the student-authors with the researcher. In order to study the influence of a 
writer’s extra-textual identity, half of the participants were shown a short video 
of the student-authors just prior to reading their papers. 

Participants
The readers included 10 first-year writing (FYW) instructors and 10 English as a 
second language (ESL) instructors working at a medium-sized university located 
in a large urban center in the United States (referred to herein as “Urban Uni-
versity”). All participants responded to an open invitation to participate in the 
research. The writing instructors were current teachers in the university’s first-year 
writing program, with experience in this educational context ranging from 1.5 
to 33 years. The ESL instructors taught academic English in Urban University’s 
intensive English program; while all had taught ESL writing courses, some did so 
only occasionally. These instructors’ experience teaching ESL ranged from seven to 
23 years. As Table 1 illustrates, the reader participants were predominantly White, 
female, native English speakers (NESs) and therefore demographically representa-
tive of the broader populations of writing and ESL teachers at the local institution. 
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The student-authors in the study included two undergraduates who had re-
cently completed the required two-course sequence of first-year writing at Urban 
University. One student (“Kay”) was in her early 20s and had transferred to Urban 
University from a university in Hong Kong, and the other (“Vasile”) was in his 
late 20s and had immigrated to the U.S. from Romania several years earlier after 
having completed postsecondary education in his home country. 1 Both writers 
were students of the researcher six months prior to the study, and they were in-
vited to participate based on several criteria: both were confident and articulate 
speakers of English, they were relatively strong writers whose papers may not be 
obviously attributed to L2 writers, and they were of different racial and linguistic 
backgrounds. These factors were considered in selecting participants because of the 
desire to have writers of similar language proficiency in both spoken and written 
English (thus potentially lessening the impact of language proficiency in compar-
ing the readers’ reactions to the texts), to include papers that were not obviously 
marked as “ESL papers” (allowing the opportunity to see whether knowledge of 
the writer’s language background influenced how certain linguistic or rhetorical 
features were read), and to explore the extent to which racial or ethnic stereotypes 
might play a role in readers’ reactions to the texts.

Each student agreed to share a paper they had written six months earlier in a 
first-year writing course. The papers responded to a Critical Analysis assignment 
in which students were asked to identify a controversial issue, research the differ-
ent perspectives, and write a paper synthesizing the conversation on the issue and 
including some critical analysis of that conversation. Students could choose any 
topic that touched on the course theme of “technology and language” in some 
way. Kay’s paper was titled “Internet Privacy Issues” and Vasile’s paper was titled 
“How is Electronic Communication Affecting Penmanship?” The students’ papers 
were deemed by the researcher to be of similar quality, with both falling in the 
high B/low A range when graded by the researcher as the course teacher and by 
an independent grader at the time they were written. 

In addition to sharing their papers, Kay and Vasile each agreed to create a 
short (3- to 5-minute) video of themselves in which they shared some personal 

Characteristics FYW Instructors ESL Instructors

Teaching experience 1 ½ to 33 years 7 to 23 years

Sex 3 males; 7 females 2 males; 8 females

Language 10 NESs 9 NESs; 1 L2/bilingual

Race White White

Table 1. Readers’ Demographic Profiles
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background and reflections on their papers. In the videos, the students speak 
extemporaneously on several topics identified by the researcher: student major 
and year in school, home country, language background, educational background, 
personal interests, personality, and reflections on their essay. These topics were 
chosen because they are aspects of authorial identity that readers often construct 
as readers (Matsuda & Tardy, 2007; Tardy & Matsuda, 2009).

Student Videos and Extra-Textual Identity
Although the students addressed the same topics in their videos, they present 
viewers with two very different backgrounds and personalities (see Table 2). Kay 
smiles throughout her video and sprinkles her narrative with commentary often 
followed by laughter, as in this excerpt:

Um, for my personal hobbies, I have several hobbies. I like reading novels. My favorite 
novel is Jane Austen’s Private- uh, Pride and Prejudice. It’s so romantic! [laughs] And 
I also like writing blogs. I wri- I have written blogs for several years, and I wrote them 
in both Chinese and English. It’s fun. And now I’m starting to like writing those mini-
blogs. It’s very popular in China. It’s like Twitter [laughs] and tweets.

Kay’s oral reflection on her paper is lengthier and goes into more depth than 
Vasile’s, and she concludes her video with general thoughts about her language 
and writing development, stating:

I have learned English for like more than 10 years, but I’m still learning it, and through-
out this process, I think it’s not only like learning English but really [laughs] to enjoy 
learning and studying and using it. And, uh, writing papers is one of the mo- no, one of 
the key [laughs]- one of the key factors of this learning process.

In contrast, Vasile takes a much more serious tone, appearing a little less comfort-
able as he frequently looks away from the camera. Near the start of his video, he 
describes himself as rule-oriented and disciplined:

I like order. Everything with me needs to be- to follow a certain set of rules. So I need 
to have clear guidelines about everything I do. Those rules have to be very clear for me, 
and if that’s the case, uh, pretty much, I can do pretty much everything. That kind of 
sums up the kind of person I am.

Vasile’s personal history is also likely to give viewers a sense that he is motivated 
and driven, as he describes his move from his home country to the U.S.:

I immigrated in United States in 2003. Uh, I applied for admission at Urban University 
in 2009, so I had five years to kind of search myself, and I tried all kinds of business op-
portunities, and I realized that the only, the only way to succeed in a country like United 
States is only through education and going to school, and . . . and all that.
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The autobiographical information and writing reflection were both intended 
to provide the kind of details about authorial identity about which readers may 
speculate when reading an anonymous text, such as demographic details, language 
background, educational/professional status, and personal approach to the text. 
In addition, the video and audio elements gave viewers insight into the authors’ 
sex and oral language abilities, as well as a glimpse at the authors’ interpersonal 
behaviors. These aspects of identity resemble, in a very partial and limited way, 
the types of characteristics that classroom teachers are aware of when reading the 
papers of their students. In other words, the videos offer readers an embodied 
experience of the author and aspects of his or her autobiographical background, 
though not nearly to the extent of an authentic classroom interaction.

Tasks
The teacher-readers were assigned to one of two groups, with Group 1 reading the 
two papers without author names or other identifying information and Group 2 
reading each paper only after viewing the video of the author. Each group was made 
up of five FYW instructors and five ESL instructors, randomly assigned. The tasks 
for the two groups were identical with the exception of the video-viewing. First, 

Details Kay Vasile

Student status Senior, accounting major Sophomore, accounting major

Home country China Romania

Language  
background

Mandarin, local dialect, Can-
tonese, English, some French

Romanian, French, English

Educational  
background

Studied at Hong Kong  
university for 2 ½ years

Studied at Romanian-French 
School of Economics for 3 
years

Personal interests Reading novels; writing blogs 
and mini-blogs in Chinese and 
English

Sports, movies, eating out

Personality “I am an urban girl”; “I’m kind 
of an organized person”

“I like order. Everything with 
me needs to…follow a certain 
set of rules.”

Reflections on paper Strengths included clarity and 
organization; weaknesses in-
cluded writing long sentences, 
punctuation, and proper use of 
citations

Learned to integrate sources 
and ideas, to structure a paper, 
and to develop ideas

Table 2. Summary of Details from Student Videos
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in an individual interview, the teacher-reader was told about the context of the 
student papers, including the course and assignment for which they were written. 
Next, Group 2 participants watched a video of the first paper’s author and then 
read the student’s paper; Group 1 participants simply read the anonymous paper.2 
After reading the paper, the teacher-readers assessed the paper using a rubric, which 
included scoring features of the text (focus, content, support, organization, style, 
and language) as well as giving a holistic letter grade to the paper, and answered 
a set of questions about their perceptions of the author (see Appendix A). The 
assessment rubric and questions were provided to readers along with the paper so 
that they had this information prior to reading the paper. Readers took an average 
of 10 minutes and 32 seconds on the reading and assessment task, ranging from 
just under 5 minutes to 19.5 minutes. After the papers were read and the rubric 
and questions completed, the participants discussed their responses with the re-
searcher (see Appendix B for the interview questions). When this part of the task 
was complete, the same sequence was repeated with the second student paper. The 
total task time for each participant averaged approximately 45 minutes for Group 
1 readers and approximately one hour for Group 2 readers.

The assessment rubric and questions used in the task were adapted from Ru-
bin and Williams-James’ (1997) study of identity and assessment. The assessment 
rubric asked participants to assign the paper a letter grade and to then evaluate it 
on a scale of 1 to 4 in several typical areas (with the total number of areas reduced 
from 10 in Rubin and Williams-James’ original version to six in this study, using 
broader categories in some cases); the second set of questions asked participants to 
rate their impressions of the author in terms of credibility (phrased as “reliability” 
in Rubin and Williams-James’ study), writing ability, intelligence, socio-economic 
status (SES), minority status,3 and authorial presence, using a scale of 1 to 7 (see 
Appendix A).4 It was not assumed that the rubric would yield reliable quantita-
tive measures of assessment; rather, the rubric was intended to draw out readers’ 
evaluations and impressions for more detailed qualitative discussion in the inter-
views. Interview questions drew on findings from prior voice research (Matsuda 
& Tardy, 2007; Tardy & Matsuda, 2009) to elicit readers’ additional impressions of 
the author and to identify discursive and non-discursive features that contributed 
to those impressions.

Data Analysis
My research design and data analysis draw on and synthesize approaches adopted 
in related studies. For instance, the use and analysis of interview-based reader 
responses to texts has been used successfully in studies by Matsuda and Tardy 
(2007) and Davila (2011), while the use and analysis of quantitative responses 
has been used in studies like Rubin and Williams-James’ (1997) and Roberts and 
Cimasko’s (2008). 
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Readers’ quantitative measures of voice construction and assessment, as rated 
through the rubric, were recorded for comparison across the four reader sub-
groups (i.e., Group 1-ESL instructors, Group 1-FYW instructors, Group 2-ESL 
instructors, Group 2-FYW instructors), and interviews were transcribed and coded 
for more detailed qualitative analysis. Following an interpretive thematic analysis 
approach (Blakeslee & Fleischer, 2007), to analyze readers’ constructions of voice, 
interviews were first marked for any comments that suggested an impression that 
the reader had formed of the student-author. From these initial notes, seven coding 
categories were identified: demographic characteristics, prior education, personal 
characteristics, organization/discipline (of the writer rather than of the paper), in-
telligence/knowledge, writing/language skills, and approach to the writing task/type 
of student. The entire data set was then coded using the seven categories. (Table 3 
provides explanation and examples for each coding category in this area.) Coded 
data were then displayed and compared across reader groups and sub-groups to 
analyze the influence of extra-textual identity on voice construction. Codes for 
reader assessment followed the same procedure and included the areas of the 
assessment rubric (focus, content, support, organization, style, language) as well 
as other features of the writing which were frequently commented upon in the 

Coding Category Example

Demographic characteristics of the 
author, such as age, sex, language 
background, nationality, socio- 
economic class, or major field of study

“a little older, brings something different to the 
table” (FYW1)

Prior education of the author “access to a good education” (FYW5)

Personal characteristics of the author “trustworthy” (ESL7)

Organization skills, focus, or 
discipline of the writer

“organized in his thinking” (ESL1)

Intelligence of the author or the 
author’s general knowledge 

“obviously intelligent, smart” (FYW8)

Writing or language skills of the 
author

“feels comfortable and confident in writing” 
(ESL9)
“still struggling with English, but very close to 
native” (ESL8)

Author’s approach to the task or type 
of student

“not blowing off the assignment” (FYW3)
“she would be a fine student in a [FYW] class” 
(FYW1)

Table 3. Coding Categories for Readers’ Impressions of the Authors
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interviews, including stance, clarity/readability, sources, and general impressions. 
Comments in each of these areas were further categorized according to whether the 
assessment was positive or negative, and coded data were again compared across 
reader groups. Finally, intertextual analysis (e.g., Prior, 2004) of the student writ-
ing, student videos, rubric scores, and interview comments was used to trace links 
among the readers’ impressions, evaluations, and specific features of the student 
papers. For instance, interview comments that referenced features of student texts 
or videos were listed and grouped together to identify the presence or absence of 
themes across reader responses. In some cases, like the following, the readers made 
such links explicit in their comments:

The organization was OK, you know she had her thesis statement here and she 
followed her thesis statement, so I think that was OK. The style, I wouldn’t say 
for an academic paper this is very effective style. It’s um, it’s very similar to her 
video, very informal . . . (ESL instructor, Group 2)

In other cases, follow-up questions were used to probe the source of reader im-
pressions:

ReseaRcheR: You often use the pronoun “he” to talk about the author. What led 
you to feel it may be a male?

FYW instRuctoR (GRoup 1): I don’t know. I think it’s the way that the person 
makes these short statements with, like a couple times, said, like “this is 
obviously an invasion of privacy.” Or, um, they do it at least twice, and I, 
that seems more of a male thing to me, to make like a very short, “I know 
that this is wrong.”

The analysis described here falls into the category of interpretive research. The 
themes identified are certain to be influenced by my own background, position-
ing, and understanding of the issues at play. The use of triangulated data sources 
(e.g., questionnaires, interviews, and text analysis) and the repeated and recursive 
analysis of the data from different perspectives (e.g., within and across groups) 
therefore played an important role in lending validity to my findings.

Findings
In discussing the findings related to each research question, I share general patterns 
as well as a close analysis of two readers’ reactions to Kay’s text, used as a means 
to illustrate some of the complexities involved in the relationship between voice, 
extra-textual identity, and assessment. Because differences between the FYW and 
ESL instructors were minimal, comparisons are primarily between Group 1 and 
Group 2 readers rather than between FYW and ESL teachers.
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Extra-Textual Identity and Readers’ Constructions of Voice
In order to understand the possible influence of a writer’s extra-textual identity 
on readers’ construction of voice, I compared the two groups of readers (those 
exposed and not exposed to the student videos) in terms of their scores related 
to authorial impressions on the rubric and their interview comments about the 
writers. In this section, I first share quantitative findings and then move to a more 
in-depth analysis of the qualitative data. I begin with a discussion of authorial 
impressions largely shared by readers in Group 1 and 2, then turn to impressions 
that differed between the groups, and finally explore the role of text in voice con-
struction for both groups of readers. To illustrate the process of voice construction 
in some depth, I focus on just a few aspects of identity rather than providing a 
comprehensive description of all areas.

Quantitative Comparisons of Voice Construction 
Quantitative measures of authorial impressions (Table 4) suggest that exposure to 
the student videos positively influenced the readers’ impressions of the writers in 
several areas. Most notable are the differences between Groups 1 and 2 in measures 
of both writers’ intelligence, Vasile’s credibility, and Kay’s socio-economic status 
(SES). In addition, the average ratings of Group 2 (with video) were noticeably 
lower than Group 1’s in the measure of Vasile’s authorial presence. Overall, there 
were stronger differences between Group 1 and Group 2’s ratings of authorial 
impressions for Vasile (with all categories differing by at least 0.5) than for Kay 
(with three categories differing by 0.2 or less).

Kay Vasile

authoRial impRessions 
GRoup 1

(no Video)
GRoup 2
(Video)

GRoup 1
(no Video)

GRoup 2
(Video)

Credibility 5.6 5.7 4.4 5.6

Writing ability 5.1 5.1 4.8 5.3

Intelligence 5.5 6.2 5.2 6.1

Socioeconomic status 4.8 5.9 4.7 5.3

Minority culture 3.6 3.4 5.2 5.8

Authorial presence 5.1 5.7 5.2 4.6

Note. The rubric adopted a 7-point Likert scale, with 7 being the highest score.

Table 4. Readers’ Impressions of the Writers
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These quantitative findings hint at some influence of extra-textual identity 
on voice construction, but interviews drew out more details about the readers’ 
impressions of the authors, with these impressions falling primarily into the seven 
coding categories described in Table 3. Based on the interview data, I first discuss 
authorial impressions largely shared by readers in Group 1 and 2 and then turn to 
impressions that differed between the groups, focusing in both cases on just a few 
aspects of identity to illustrate the process of voice construction in some depth.

Similarities in Readers’ Impressions across Groups 
Despite Group 2’s exposure to the authors via video recording, the two groups of 
readers constructed the student-authors similarly in several areas, such as their 
personal characteristics and intelligence. Readers in the two groups used many of 
the same or similar descriptors of the writers’ personal characteristics, referring 
to Kay through adjectives like “genuine” (Group 1, 2 readers and Group 2, 2 read-
ers), “confident” (Group 1, 3 readers and Group 2, 3 readers), and “sophisticated” 
(Group 1, 2 readers) or “metropolitan” (Group 2, 1 reader), and to Vasile as “ear-
nest” (Groups 1, 3 readers and Group 2, 3 readers), “diligent” (Group 1, 1 reader) 
or “motivated” (Group 2, 1 reader), “traditional” (Group 2, 2 readers) or “think-
ing in the box” (Group 1, 1 reader/ESL5), and having “strong opinions” (Group 
1, 1 reader/FYW7) or “strong values” (Group 2, 2 readers). These descriptors 
were often attributed to the authors’ choice of paper topic but also to their use of 
sources and the stance expressed in their texts. Despite these similarities, however, 
there was some minor variation between groups, and Group 2 readers described 
both Kay and Vasile in ways that also drew on their exposure to the videos. Kay, 
for example, was constructed by Group 2 (with video) readers as outgoing and 
personal (5 readers) and “a girly-girl” (1 reader/FYW2)—adjectives never used 
by Group 1 readers. Group 2 (with video) readers described Vasile as someone 
who was serious and thoughtful (9 readers) and rule-oriented (4 readers) whereas 
none of these impressions were articulated by Group 1 readers. Group 1 readers 
also built some perceptions that contradicted Group 2’s more uniform impres-
sions of personal characteristics, with one instructor likening Kay to “people who 
do not have interest in more academic issues or even worldly issues” (ESL8) and 
two instructors describing Vasile as “immature” (ESL5) or “uncertain” (FYW10) 

A similar trend can be found in the readers’ impressions of the authors’ intel-
ligence. Seven of the 20 total readers perceived the student-authors to be smart, 
describing Kay or Vasile as intelligent, thoughtful, or good thinkers (no readers 
commented negatively about Kay’s or Vasile’s intelligence). Although general im-
pressions were similar across groups, Group 2’s quantitative scores in this area were 
higher (as noted above), and four of Group 2 readers also used more superlative 
descriptors in the interviews, describing the student-authors through phrases like 
“intellectually curious” (ESL1), “very bright” (3 readers), “a very talented person” 
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(FYW3), and “[having] a sophisticated frame of mind” (FYW8). In the majority 
of cases, both Group 1 and Group 2 readers ascribed these characterizations to 
textual features such as vocabulary, sentence structure, organization, and an aware-
ness in the paper of multiple sides to the issue. In addition, 9 of the ten Group 2 
readers made repeated references to the student videos, for example, stating like 
one reader that the student appeared as “obviously intelligent.”

Differences in Readers’ Impressions across Groups 
Although the two groups of readers did share many similar impressions of the 
writers (with variation, as described above), sharper distinctions between groups 
were also evident in many areas, such as the authors’ demographic profiles, prior 
education, and approach to the paper or type of student. Unsurprisingly, readers’ 
perceptions of the writers’ demographic profiles were affected by the student videos, 
which revealed not only obvious physical characteristics but also more personal 
background information. Lacking exposure to these aspects of identity, the range 
of impressions about the authors’ demographic profiles was much broader among 
Group 1 readers. For example, Kay was variously perceived by Group 1 as a male 
(5) ESL student (5), “probably Asian” (3), “not ESL, so probably African American” 
(1), high socioeconomic status (SES) (3), and low SES (1). Group 1 impressions 
of Vasile were also quite varied, particularly in terms of his sex and SES; only one 
of the 10 Group 1 readers identified him as an L2 writer and three explicitly stated 
that he was clearly a native English speaker. (In contrast, three Group 2 readers 
described Vasile as “obviously an L2 writer.”) Perceptions of both Kay’s and Vasile’s 
sex were always linked to features such as their essay topic or the sex of the cited 
authors, while perceptions of their language background were always linked to 
grammatical and/or lexical expressions. This finding mirrors Davila’s (2011) study, 
in which gender speculations were nearly always tied to topic, while impressions 
of race and ethnicity were linked to language use.

The greatest distinction between authorial impressions of Group 1 and 2 
readers was found in their perceptions of the authors’ approaches to the paper. 
Although the reader groups did share some similarities, only Group 1 readers 
offered negative impressions of the authors in this area, with one describing Kay 
as using “lazy word choice” (FYW6) and another as “probably working in great 
haste” (FYW7), and two characterizing Vasile as not engaged in the task, one stat-
ing that he had not “internalized the content” (ESL5) and another stating that he 
seemed “kind of disengaged in a way, just kind of getting the assignment finished” 
(FYW6). Such impressions were completely absent among the readers who viewed 
the student videos, suggesting that the videos may have served to assuage any 
doubts that readers could have built about the authors’ investment in the assign-
ment based on the text alone.
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The Role of Text in Voice Construction 
Analysis of readers’ construction of voice offers a somewhat unclear picture: 
Exposure to videotapes that indexed varied aspects of the students’ extra-textual 
identities clearly played a part in readers’ voice construction, but no clear patterns 
for how are evident. One possible explanation for the variability could be the 
mediating role that the writers’ texts also played in the process of voice construc-
tion. A close look at the ways in which the readers interpreted the writers’ textual 
choices shows that certain textual features in both papers were salient to nearly 
all readers, repeatedly referred to in the interviews regardless of exposure to the 
student videos. In Kay’s paper, for instance, the most commonly noted feature was 
her use of informal language. A majority of all readers (80%) made note of one or 
more of the bolded phrases in the following passages from her paper:

Facebook has listed bunch of items (such as a fan of, gender, geographic region, and 
networks you belong to) as public information which would be available to everyone.

A guy named RJ Wichert created a Facebook group called “The new Facebook does 
NOT violate your privacy”, in which he expressed his satisfaction of the new changes and 
encouraged people joined the group to support Facebook. [. . .] It seems that Wichert 
is a big fan and supporter of Facebook. 

The above three examples are only the tip of iceberg. There are tons of websites and 
applications that have controversial issues of privacy. 

Kay’s use of colloquial expressions like these is a good example of markedness, 
where a divergence from convention is noted by readers and therefore often plays 
into their construction of voice (Matsuda & Tardy, 2007). For a few Group 1 read-
ers, the use of these informal expressions in an academic paper indicated a lower 
socioeconomic background (“a more sophisticated or perhaps higher class person 
wouldn’t say ‘a guy,’” said ESL5) or led the reader to describe the author as “not 
entirely sophisticated” (FYW8); these usages led three Group 2 readers to see Kay 
as “still a student” (ESL1), lacking in credibility because of her “informal way of 
looking at things” (ESL3), or “inappropriately informal” language (FYW9). Other 
readers from both groups read these same lexical choices as signaling the author’s 
control over language, describing the student as “tak[ing] risks with their English  
. . . try[ing] to come up with something more creative” (ESL10), or being willing to 

slightly step away from some academic conventions and pull in language that you 
wouldn’t necessarily, from a student’s perspective, think of as appropriate in an aca-
demic essay . . . manipulat[ing] the common structures of essays to get out of it what 
they want to. (FYW 10)
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For five of the 10 Group 2 readers, Kay’s video reflection on her writing seemed 
to contribute to or reinforce a perception that her use of such language was in-
tentional, describing the choice, for example, as “trying to leave some of her own 
personality or something in the paper” (ESL6) or arguing that “she’s very- well, 
again, from the video, she’s very aware of language” (ESL8).

The textual features in Vasile’s paper that garnered the most attention by read-
ers were his use of metadiscourse and first person I on the opening page of the 
text, with 90% noting one or more of the bolded phrases below: 

It is significant to establish that by children we refer to the age group between one and 
twelve. To approach this sensitive debate I will examine the different types of electronic 
communication: email, and text messaging/instant messaging and how often they are 
used by children. Finally I will analyze their impact on the children’s penmanship.
 I will start my analysis by addressing an article written in 2003 by Francie Grace,” 
Penmanship: A Dying Art?” where she informs us:”According to the National Telecom-
munication and Information Administration, 90 percent of Americans between the ages 
of 5 and 17 use computers” (Grace 3).

The use of these metadiscursive markers led one reader to describe the text as 
“dry,” saying “I don’t think this writer gets that sort of cultural, you know, Western 
cultural need to connect with the author as a person” (ESL8, Group 2); another 
reader described this language as “using the most basic ways to assert their authority 
. . . not able to do any of those more subtle techniques of just manipulating word 
choice” (FYW6, Group 1). All seven other references to this passage, however, linked 
these textual choices to authorial investment, confidence, maturity, credibility, and 
mastery of academic tone, as indicated by boldface in the following comments 
made by readers from both groups:

I think the introduction does [give authorial credibility], it says that he’s thought about 
this subject, he knows where he’s going with the subject. It tries to incorporate all of 
the different sides. One in particular, “Finally I will analyze the impact on children’s 
penmanship,” which gives a nice direction to the essay, so it gives you the idea that he’s 
thought about this and knows what he’s talking about or has read enough to know 
what he’s talking about. (ESL3, Group 2)

Like, “it is significant” “I will start my analysis” that’s another reason why I thought it 
was earnest too. Um...I would say the student is taking the subject and the paper very 
seriously, and you know I’m always pleased with that even if the paper isn’t so so hot, 
um, if they can find a topic that they’re really interested in, I really like to see that with 
students (FYW7, Group 1)

Close analysis of the readers’ interactions with the writers’ texts and their resulting 
authorial impressions illustrate that interpretation of textual features was variable 
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regardless of readers’ exposure to videotaped representations of the authors apart 
from the text. Therefore, while extra-textual identity does seem to interact with voice 
construction, it does not appear to play a definitive role, at least not for all readers. 

In relation to the first research question, then, this analysis points to some 
influence of extra-textual identity on readers’ voice construction but suggests 
that such an effect is neither straightforward nor predictable. For instance, read-
ers’ impressions of Vasile seemed to be more strongly affected by the video than 
impressions of Kay, at least in terms of quantitative measurements. Further, in 
some cases, readers across groups shared general impressions of the authors, 
though those who did not view the authors’ videos often formed a wider range of 
impressions, implying that extra-textual identity can serve to limit the range of 
interpretive possibilities for readers. In addition, the video-viewers tended to have 
more qualitatively positive impressions of these authors than did their non-video-
viewing counterparts, though not without exception. It is worth noting that 90% of 
the Group 2 readers described the difficulty they had in isolating their impressions 
of the author to the text, noting that “it’s hard to not be affected by the video.” 
Their struggle suggests that exposure to representations of a writer’s extra-textual 
identity, perhaps especially to the kind of embodied and holistic representations 
that come from video or presumably from direct interaction, does contribute to 
readers’ constructions of voice, or at least to readers’ perceptions that it does. Finally, 
markedness in the writers’ texts seemed to be unaffected by exposure to the stu-
dents’ video (i.e., both groups of readers made note of the same textual features), 
and these textual features were often (though not always) “read” in similar ways 
by both groups of readers. It seems likely (cf. Hull et al., 1991) that experience of 
an author apart from his or her writing can shape readers’ authorial impressions 
but still works with impressions built through the author’s text rather than erasing 
or obstructing those impressions. 

Extra-Textual Identity and Assessment
The second research question examined the relationship between readers’ assess-
ments of the texts and experience of the authors’ extra-textual identities. Five of the 
10 Group 2 instructors indeed described one or both of the writers (as presented 
in the videos) as very likable and noted that they felt this may have influenced their 
assessment, as in this instructor’s comments: 

So you show me what seems to be a well meaning earnest guy, who’s been here a long 
time and obviously has worked hard and is going back to school to get a leg up, and he 
is self-effacing and seems like a nice guy, and then you show me this little smiley Asian 
girl—and I don’t know why Asians got the reputation for being stoic and impassive, in 
my experience they smile a lot, they’re giggly, they’re frequently nervous. So you show 
me two fairly charming people in one way or another, and I can’t help but think that 
that might influence how I’m seeing the papers. (FYW8)
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The readers’ quantitative ratings of the two papers do demonstrate minor differ-
ences between those who read the texts anonymously and those who watched the 
student videos. As Table 5 shows, the average letter grades assigned were fairly 
similar across groups, as were the scores for each assessment area. Yet, Group 1 
readers never assigned a grade higher than a B, while two Group 2 readers assigned 
A grades (one to each student). In addition, no Group 2 readers assigned an F, 
though one Group 1 reader did. The descriptive statistics in Table 5 also illustrate 
that Group 2 scores were 0.4 or higher than Group 1 scores in rating Kay’s focus, 
Vasile’s content, Vasile’s support and both writers’ style. In fact, in all cases where 
differences appear between groups, Group 2 scores are higher, suggesting that 
exposure to these actual student-authors may have had a general positive effect 
on the instructor-readers’ judgments of paper quality. 

The quantitative scores alone show only a partial picture of the readers’ re-
actions to the texts, but analysis of their open-ended comments can shed more 
light. In some cases, evaluations that appear to differ quantitatively are remarkably 
similar in terms of the instructors’ interview comments. For example, Kay’s paper 
focus was rated higher on average by Group 2 readers, but interview discussion 
of this area was comparable across groups with six of the 20 readers pointing to 
strengths (e.g., “clear focus” [ESL3], “strong central focus” [FYW2], “author has 
a sense of the paper’s goal” [ESL8]) and 10 readers commenting on weaknesses 

Kay Vasile

assessment 
cateGoRies

GRoup 1
(no Video)

GRoup 2
(Video)

GRoup 1
(no Video)

GRoup 2
(Video)

Overall grade 2.3 (C-) 2.7 ( C+) 2.3 (C-) 2.8 (C+)

Grade range F to B C to A D to B D to A

Focus 3.0 3.5 3.0 3.2

Content 3.0 3.1 2.8 3.3

Support 3.1 3.2 2.8 3.2

Organization 3.0 3.2 2.9 2.9

Style 2.7 3.1 3.0 3.4

Language usage 2.4 2.75 3.0 3.3

Average 2.9 3.1 2.9 3.2

Note. The rubric utilized a 4-point Likert scale, with 4 being the highest score.

Table 5. Assessment Score Averages
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(e.g., “unclear purpose in introduction” [ESL2], “lost focus at the end” [FYW6], 
“doesn’t tie everything together” [FYW4]). In other cases, despite comparable 
quantitative assessment scores across reader groups, Group 2 readers were much 
more positive overall in their oral comments. For instance, average scores for focus 
in Vasile’s essay are very similar across groups, but interview comments differed 
rather substantially, with Group 1 readers making only negative comments (seven 
readers in total) about the paper’s focus and five of Group 2 readers describing the 
focus in very positive terms (e.g., “clear focus” [ESL3], “a central focus” [FYW2]). 

An additional category of interest is that of clarity or readability, an aspect 
of writing not assessed through the rubric but noted by a majority of the reader-
participants. Group 1 readers made only negative comments (3 readers) about 
the clarity of Kay’s paper and offered mixed comments (with negative comments 
from 3 readers and positive comments from 4 readers) about Vasile’s; in contrast, 
Group 2 readers who commented in this area were overwhelmingly positive 
(83% positive for Kay’s paper, among four readers, and 100% positive for Vasile’s, 
among three readers). The differing perceptions regarding clarity are particularly 
interesting in light of the student-authors’ videos, in which both students might 
be characterized as clear and articulate speakers. In her video, Kay directly reflects 
on this aspect of her writing, stating that “the clarity of my paper is good, I think.” 
Given the differences in reactions to clarity between the reader groups, it appears 
likely that the video content had some influence on these readers’ assessment of 
the students’ texts in this area.

Finally, the assessment of language is noteworthy in terms of the influence 
of seeing the videorecordings. Table 6 illustrates jumps between the scores of 
the Group 1 and Group 2 ESL instructor-readers (but not for the Group 1 and 2 
FYW readers), implying that the video influenced these readers positively in this 
area for both writers. Qualitative data support this interpretation, with Group 1 
ESL instructors making only minimal reference to language (just three readers 
commented on Kay’s language use and two on Vasile’s) while all of Group 2 ESL 
instructors referred to language in their open-ended comments (five out of the five 
commenting on Kay’s language and four out of the five commenting on Vasile’s). 
Group 2 ESL readers, for example, described Kay’s paper as having “very good 
language usage” (ESL7) and “good control of language” (ESL1), and they noted 
that Vasile uses “some sophisticated language,” (ESL3) and has “almost no errors 
in grammar or sentence structure” (ESL8). The Group 2 ESL instructors did also 
note weaknesses in language usage, with all five readers noting some weaknesses in 
Kay’s language and two noting “minor grammar errors” (ESL3, ESL7) in Vasile’s, 
but language in general appears to be more noteworthy for the ESL instructors 
who viewed the authors’ videos than for those who did not. It could be that these 
instructors were impressed with the students’ oral language skills in the video, or 
that, in some cases, they were simply impressed that the student was an L2 writer—a 
characteristic that many Group 1 ESL instructors were unaware or uncertain of.
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In sum, experience through the videorecordings of the writers’ extra-textual 
identity did appear to have some influence on text assessment but again not uni-
versally across readers or areas of assessment. Quantitative assessment was slightly 
higher overall and in some specific categories for readers who viewed the student 
videos. Qualitative assessments were often similar between groups, but the video-
viewing readers drew out more strengths in many categories compared with the 
non-video-viewers. This analysis provides some clues as to why past quantitative 
research examining identity bias in assessment (e.g., Haswell & Haswell, 1996; 
Piché et al., 1978; Rubin & Williams-James, 1997) has offered contradictory and 
uncertain findings. 

Voice and Assessment
Research questions 1 and 2 isolate extra-textual identity as a variable, comparing 
how readers construct voice with or without knowledge of writers’ extra-textual 
identity and (separately) how they assess a paper with or without this knowledge. 
The third research question aimed to explore any relations among these three 
constructs (voice, extra-textual identity, and assessment). More specifically, my 
analysis in this section considers how readers’ general impressions of the author (i.e., 
construction of voice) might relate to readers’ evaluations of the authors’ texts and 
how experience of a writer’s extra-textual identity might enter into this equation. 

In some cases, readers who formed divergent author images assessed the 
text similarly, suggesting that authorial voice does not necessarily impact reader 
assessment. In general, these cases of comparable assessment but differing voice 
construction are found where assessment was rather middle-of-the-road, assigning 
the paper a low B or C grade. However, examining the more extreme assessments 
(i.e., A and D or F grades) reveals that in these cases voice construction does appear 
to interact with assessment and, where applicable, with extra-textual identity. To 
explore this relationship in more depth, I discuss here the evaluations and autho-
rial impressions of two readers of Kay’s paper, whom I will refer to as Marcy and 
Claire (pseudonyms), both experienced FYW instructors. Kay’s paper was assigned 
an F by Marcy (who did not view Kay’s video) and an A by Claire (who did view 

ESL Instructors FYW Instructors

student papeR GRoup 1
(no Video)

GRoup 2
(Video)

GRoup 1
(no Video)

GRoup 2
(Video)

Kay 2.2 3.0 2.6 2.5

Vasile 3.0 3.5 2.9 3.2

Table 6. Language Assessment Scores
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the video). Analyzing their impressions in depth helps to illustrate the complex 
ways in which assessment and voice construction can interact. 

Table 7 displays the readers’ quantitative scores in assessment and authorial 
impressions. Marcy’s failing grade was in part attributed to her strong sense that 
Kay’s paper included plagiarized uses of source texts, but her scores in each area 
of the assessment rubric were also low, indicating that plagiarism was not the 
sole reason for the failing grade. Claire’s assessment, in direct contrast, was high 
in all areas of the rubric, with just minor concerns expressed about the paper’s 
organization. 

As with all instructors, Marcy’s and Claire’s assigned grades are likely influ-
enced by their own grading philosophies to some extent, making it impossible to 
link the differences we see here exclusively to their exposure to Kay’s video or their 
construction of Kay’s voice. Interestingly, however, their assessments of Vasile’s 
paper are more closely aligned: while Marcy assigned a C and Claire a B to that 

Marcy
(Group 1)

Claire
(Group 2)

Assessmenta

   Overall grade F A

   Focus 2 4

   Content 1 4

   Support 1 4

   Organization 2 3.5

   Style 1 4

   Language usage 2 4

   Avg. assessment score 1.5 3.75

Authorial Impressionsb

   Credibility 1 7

   Writing ability 2 7

   Intelligence 2 7

   Socioeconomic status 3 6

   Minority culture 3 1

   Authorial presence 2 5
aAssessment scores are based on a 4-point Likert scale, with 4 being highest. 
bRatings of authorial impressions are based on a 7-point Likert scale, with 7 being highest.

Table 7. Comparison of Marcy’s and Claire’s Quantitative Scores

g64-99-Aug12-RTE.indd   87 7/23/12   9:07 AM



88   Research in the Teaching of English    Volume 47   August 2012

paper, their scores in each assessment area differed in only two of the six categories, 
with Claire rating Vasile’s paper one point higher in content and Marcy rating 
it one point higher in language. In other words, based on the two papers in this 
study, there is not strong evidence for a radically different approach to assessment 
between Marcy and Claire; rather, it seems that they read and interpreted Kay’s 
paper (and perhaps Kay) in distinct ways. 

Close analysis of the interview comments (see Table 8 for excerpts) demon-
strates that these two readers did construct Kay’s voice in very divergent ways and 
that, in both cases, their authorial impressions were closely aligned with their 
resulting assessments. After concluding that the writer had “cut and pasted from 
an Internet site,” Marcy constructed the anonymous author as an “insecure writer” 
who had used plagiarism repeatedly as a coping strategy for writing. She imag-
ined the author as a “poor writer” who had completed the assignment “in great 
haste.” Interestingly, she did concede that the author may be an L2 writer, but the 
possibility did not seem likely enough to change her overall impressions. Rather, 
she speculated that the writer had had “good high school English teachers” and 
(despite using a female pronoun) believed the author to be male, saying, “Usually 
when I get a cut and pasted paper, it’s from a young man.” Marcy’s impressions of 
the author—that is, her construction of authorial voice—also closely mirror her 
assessment of the paper itself, as can be seen in her comments regarding the paper’s 
focus (Table 8). She attributes the perceived lack of focus to the writer’s confusion 
and (by implication) the haste with which she believed the paper was written. For 
Marcy, the assessment of the paper is in close alignment with her impressions 
of the author, including the type of writer and student that the author is (in this 
case, a student who plagiarizes). In developing these impressions, she draws on 
her experience of “this kind of student” as well as her interpretations of various 
textual features; her assessments of different aspects of the paper share many of 
the descriptors she ascribes to the student, such as that the paper is “sloppy,” and 
“confus[ed].” 

Claire’s comments, also excerpted in Table 8, are in many cases directly contra-
dictory to Marcy’s, to the point that readers may be surprised that the two teachers 
are responding to the same paper. Here, Kay has been constructed as “a person who 
did her homework” and “a very good writer” who carefully researched the content 
for the paper. Claire also evaluated the paper’s focus very highly, characterizing 
it as “strong” and describing the content choices as “interesting,” whereas Marcy 
found the topics to be “all over the place.” Notably, Claire made repeated reference 
to Kay’s video as she spoke about the paper, referring to Kay as “a very appealing 
person,” and saying that “having looked at the video, you see and hear her as you 
read.” As she viewed the video, Claire also demonstrated positive physical responses 
to Kay, nodding, smiling, and even laughing at parts.

It bears repeating that this sharp distinction between readers exposed to or oc-
cluded from an author’s extra-textual identity offers a somewhat extreme example 
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Marcy
(Group 1)

Claire
(Group 2)

General 
impressions 
of the 
author

•	‘I	think	that	probably	some	of	this	
is cut and pasted from an Internet 
site … One way I know that…is 
sometimes subject-verb agreement 
isn’t there, and sometimes, like, the 
article is left off, so sometimes when 
students are cutting and pasting, 
there are those little sloppy details, 
but that could also be that the 
person is not a native speaker of 
English.’

•	‘...I’m	thinking	the student has 
done this before in other classes 
and gotten away with it… I would 
think that the student is a very in-
secure writer and maybe even be-
lieves that he or she is not capable 
of doing the kind of work that the 
teacher expects, and so relies on 
cutting and pasting.

•	‘…I	think	it	was	probably	done in 
great haste…very sloppy with the 
citations...I’m guessing that sh- that 
he or she is a poor writer. Well, 
good writers plagiarize…but I’m 
just thinking that this is someone, 
this is how they write, this is how 
they write papers.’

•	‘Let	me	say	that	having	seen	the	vid-
eo, this is, on the charm scale, this is 
a very appealing person! But I think 
that that person comes through in 
the paper as well, even without the 
video. …she’s a person who did her 
homework and who understood 
the job. And I think she’s a very 
good writer… She’s a highly articu-
late and nimble mind, you can see 
her moving from issue to issue, and 
she has so much to- there’s a lot of 
there there. But it’s in the paper too 
… She can do research…I think that 
when it comes to choosing quotes, 
she shows a lot of ability. They’re 
not random, like I have to throw in 
a quote, they in each case make an 
important point.’

•	‘…I	think	that	she,	as	a	rhetori-
cian, shows awareness and good 
judgment ... I see a person who is 
consciously in control of her ef-
fects, much more so than many first 
year students are.’

•	‘It	looks	to	me	like	she	made a very 
serious effort to proofread and pol-
ish this paper.’

Assessment 
of the  
paper’s 
focus

•	‘Well,	the central focus, it’s very 
weak, and it seems like the student 
really doesn’t know what he or she 
wants to argue. Do I want to talk 
about privacy issues on the Inter-
net, do I want to talk about which 
websites do what? There doesn’t 
seem to be a real- it seems very 
confused…The content is just all 
over the place. I mean the person’s 
trying to, you know, limit herself 
to, let’s see, what’s her- cookies, 
Facebook- why doesn’t she just say 
Facebook, rather than popular web 
mapping. That sounds like a phrase 
off the Internet. And then this street 
view site.’

•	‘I	think	that	it does have a strong 
central focus and that the content is 
well developed and that the support 
is strong… I mean, if you think of, 
like, topics as places, as you do in 
classical rhetoric, she thought of a 
lot of places to go. And I think that 
a lot of times students don’t do 
that…they can only think of one 
thing, like, oh, Facebook is intrusive, 
but they wouldn’t think of cookies. 
And I thought that Google street 
map section was a really good one 
that you wouldn’t necessarily think 
of right off the bat, and when she 
found it, she spotted that as a re-
ally interesting privacy issue. So 
I thought that the topics together 
gave you a kind of interesting dif-
ferent ways of thinking about the 
topic, and that really impressed me.’

Table 8. Comparison of Marcy’s and Claire’s Qualitative Impressions 
and Assessments.
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of the general trends found in this research. This example is not generalizable to 
all readers (not even to all the readers in this study), but it does offer important 
insight into the intertwined relationship between readers’ construction of voice, 
experience with aspects of extra-textual identity, and text assessment. In the cases 
of Marcy and Claire, we can clearly see linkages among these three areas. They seem 
to reinforce and constitute one another, whether or not the readers are conscious of 
this apparent influence. One possible explanation is that a very strong impression 
(e.g., that the student has plagiarized or that the student is very intelligent and 
likable) serves to influence a reader’s general impressions of voice and assessment, 
aligning them into relatively cohesive clusters. Exposure to extra-textual identity, 
which Claire had and Marcy did not in this example, appears to have played a role 
in this process, allowing Marcy to construct Kay in ways that departed significantly 
from the author’s representations of her extra-textual identity in the video, and 
allowing Claire to construct Kay and assess her paper in ways that reinforced her 
very positive impression of the author mediated through the video.

Discussion and Conclusion
This study examined the ways in which readers’ experience of aspects of a writer’s 
identity beyond the text (i.e., extra-textual identity), conveyed through a short video 
of the student, influenced their construction of the writer’s voice and the ways in 
which both of these constructs related to readers’ assessments of the writer’s text. 
More specifically, the study examined the influence of readers’ gaining knowledge 
of a student’s sex, race, language background, personal and educational history, 
personal self-presentation, nonverbal and embodied practices, and self-reflection 
within the context of college-level research-based writing. In this case, such knowl-
edge was limited to readers’ viewing of a short video of the student-writer, a very 
partial exposure to the author compared with that of classroom teachers, who 
interact with their students regularly and often extensively. That even this kind of 
limited exposure to extra-textual identity appeared to play a role in voice construc-
tion and assessment suggests, as does ethnographic research (Harklau, 2000; Hull 
et al., 1991; Prior, 1991, 1998), that experience of and interactions with students 
are likely to influence classroom teachers in complex yet powerful ways. While the 
number of participants in the present study was relatively small, it allowed for close 
analysis of the readers’ assessment ratings and interview comments in relation to 
the student-writer’s video scripts and academic papers. This intertextual analysis 
offers a glimpse into the textual and social interactions involved in writing and 
suggests several findings important to the study of voice in academic settings.

This research has considered voice specifically from the perspective of readers 
as they build impressions of an author. Readers’ voice constructions of Kay and 
Vasile were variable on a number of levels. There were some distinctions between 
those readers who had knowledge of the writers as embodied people (as displayed 
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in the videos) and the ways in which readers constructed voice; however, these 
differences did not fall into a clear pattern. Experience of the writers’ extra-textual 
identities did not play a role in how some aspects of voice were constructed, but 
it did in others, and those differences changed for the two writers and depended 
on the professional positions (ESL or FYW) and individual interpretations (as 
in the case of Claire and Marcy) of the readers. One explanation is that read-
ers’ unique backgrounds and experiences are central to the ways in which they 
“read” an author (Burgess & Ivanič, 2010; Matsuda & Tardy, 2007), making the 
process of voice construction highly individualized, unpredictable, and in flux, 
mirroring identity more generally. The analysis here also supports the arguments 
of researchers who point to text as vital to voice construction and therefore as a 
crucial site of empirical study (e.g., Hyland, 2008a; Ivanič & Camps, 2001). In the 
present study, similar impressions of the writers were frequently linked explicitly 
to linguistic or discursive features in their papers, suggesting that text remains an 
important component of voice construction even when readers have experienced 
something about the writer beyond the text. Reactions to specific text features 
may also suggest a link between voice construction, assessment, and genre, includ-
ing readers’ expectations for how particular writers represent themselves in and 
through specific genres.

At the same time, text was not the only source of voice construction for 
the readers in this study, nor did the readers always construct the writers in 
uniform ways based on their texts. For instance, Kay’s use of informal language 
was described by some readers as “lazy” and others as a sign that she was able to 
manipulate academic discourse in unique ways; likewise, Vasile’s use of metadis-
course was variously interpreted as student-like or as authoritative. This finding 
illustrates that while textual features are involved in voice construction they are 
not deterministic—social context, including the reader’s knowledge of an author’s 
extra-textual identity, remains relevant. Importantly, many studies of voice in 
academic writing examine the textual features of published disciplinary texts, il-
lustrating how experts claim authority, express commitments, and interact with 
readers. But the reactions of the teacher-readers in this study suggest that features 
that build ethos for high-status writers may not create the same rhetorical effect 
for student-authors. While self-referential I, for example, may be interpreted as 
a sign of personal investment for expert writers (e.g., Hyland, 2008b), it may be 
read as inappropriately informal or personal when used by a student—or when 
used by a student seen, through experience of or with the student, as having par-
ticular identity traits. Given the apparent influence of readers’ own backgrounds 
and the circumstances of text reception (e.g., what the reader knows about the 
writer beyond the text), then, textual analysis of voice appears to be necessary but 
not sufficient. Research also needs to consider how such textual features work in 
coordination with other aspects of the reading context.
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Findings from this study additionally lend support to the need for more 
qualitative research in this area, as such an approach acknowledges and studies 
head-on the complexity of voice and identity. Quantitative scores, for example, may 
not always reflect more open-ended comments in reader assessment, nor can they 
provide information about why a particular score was assigned. This shortcoming 
may in part explain why some previous studies (e.g., Haswell & Haswell, 1996; 
Piché et al., 1978; Rubin & Williams-James, 1997) have been contradictory and 
mixed in their findings when examining the relationship between writer identity 
and assessment. The inter-relatedness of voice, extra-textual identity, and reader 
assessment is illuminated in richer ways through qualitative methods, though here 
as well findings may not be clear-cut; future studies may benefit from adopting 
a two-tier analysis, with large-scale quantitative analysis followed by qualitative 
analysis of a subset of the data. Further, ethnographic classroom reception studies, 
following approaches like Hull et al. (1991) or Prior (1998), could prove effec-
tive at understanding voice construction as part of identity construction more 
broadly, examining both textual and embodied interactions as they co-mingle in 
instructional spaces.

Though the concept of voice itself, and its place in the writing classroom, has 
been somewhat controversial, it seems to endure in our pedagogical and profes-
sional conversations—likely because teachers recognize their own reactions to texts 
as readers. On the one hand, teachers may draw rather explicitly on their prior 
experiences as teachers as they construct voice for student-authors. For instance, in 
this study, as in Davila’s (2011) research, the teacher-readers frequently mapped the 
authors onto their past experiences, characterizing a writer as “typical” of a certain 
type of student or even drawing on ethnic stereotypes that they had developed 
through their classrooms, demonstrating the contingent nature of voice construc-
tion. (One teacher, for example, explained, “. . . to reveal a little prejudice, I’ve had a 
lot of Romanian students in the past, and they’re really good ultimately at mastering 
basic English writing. I have never had a bad Romanian student.”) On the other 
hand, however, several of the teachers here also noted their conscious struggle to 
not be influenced by aspects of the writers’ extra-textual identities, including their 
language backgrounds and personalities. As one participant explained: 

I try very hard- it’s impossible to do- but I do often try very hard to separate what I know 
about a student from their writing. . . . And so in some ways I saw [the video] and then 
I kind of tuned it out. . . . So it’s funny that you would introduce [authorial] presence, 
and then I would try to [tune it out]. (FYW9)

His comments demonstrate the tension that many teachers face in assessment as 
they strive to maintain a feeling of objectivity while acknowledging that they are 
influenced by their interactions and experiences with their students. 

In the end, the findings of this study bring us back to the question of how to 
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address voice—if at all—in the writing classroom. This question has sparked par-
ticularly lively debate among those working with second language writers, though 
the conversation is complicated by the use of distinct theoretical definitions of 
voice. Arguments against the inclusion of voice in the L2 writing classroom, for 
example, have emphasized that voice is a culturally bound notion, “relatively inac-
cessible to students who are not full participants in the culture within which they 
are asked to write” (Ramanathan & Kaplan, 1996, p. 22). Stapleton (2002) similarly 
argues against overemphasizing voice in the classroom, concerned that doing so 
will “leave new learners of English with the impression that provided they write 
with a strong voice, teachers will praise their writing regardless of whether their 
arguments are poorly constructed or their reasoning weak or fallacious” (p. 188). 
Both of these contentions, however, draw on definitions of voice as something 
that can be present or absent, strong or weak, inferring more of an individualized 
orientation to the concept. When voice is viewed through a social orientation and 
defined more dynamically as self-representation, all texts have voice, and the con-
cern for student-writers becomes how to control what that voice is, rather than to 
what degree it exists in their writing. Drawing on this theoretical orientation, some 
have argued that voice must be a part of the writing classroom curriculum. Such a 
move, Hirvela and Belcher (2001) maintain, requires that instructors themselves 
be well equipped with understandings of voice and the ways in which it functions 
in academic writing. Others have argued for the importance of raising students’ 
awareness of written self-representation as a way to help them “maintain control 
over the personal and cultural identity they are projecting in their writing” (Ivanič  
& Camps, 2001, p. 31). 

My research suggests that such pedagogical moves are indeed important 
but that instructors and students must also be aware that controlling a projected 
identity in writing may be an impossibility, as voice is not a static product of 
individual manipulation of texts but emerges in an interaction with the reader 
and context (especially if there is a history of the reader having some experience 
or interaction with the writer). Classroom activities that support an interactive 
understanding of voice may help to raise such awareness. For instance, students 
can compare the impressions of writers that they build (looking at both published 
writers’ and learners’ texts) and try to trace their impressions back to discursive 
and non-discursive aspects of the writing and perhaps to what they already know 
about the writer apart from the text. Where differing impressions arise among 
classroom participants, students gain the opportunity to see the role that readers 
play in constructing voice. Further classroom-based research may investigate the 
effects of such awareness-raising activities on students’ understanding of writing 
and on their writing itself.5 Such research also can add to an awareness of teachers’ 
and institutions’ roles in constructing students’ identities and how those construc-
tions may dialogically influence assessment.
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Finally, while voice has been a concept of interest to writing teachers for de-
cades (if not longer), it is only in more recent years that scholarship has begun to 
flesh out the concept theoretically. While orientations to voice that are dominantly 
individual or social often seem to be at odds with one another, social constructiv-
ist orientations offer a way to bring these together (Ivanič, 1998; Matsuda, 2001; 
Matsuda & Jeffery, in press; Prior, 2001; Tardy, in press). Within this perspective, 
a theory of voice must account for several constitutive parts. Text remains—as it 
should—one important part of a theory of voice. The textual component of voice 
includes linguistic and rhetorical features, which may give rise to impressions of 
a writer’s stance or engagement (Hyland, 2008a) or may be associated with indi-
vidualized voice (Jeffery, 2011), as well as with the weaving and ventriloquating 
of others’ voices (Ivanič, 1998; Prior, 2001; Samuelson, 2009) as writers draw on 
socially available resources (Matsuda, 2001). As such, voice also has an individual 
component (as Atkinson, 2001, argues, writers are not agent-less) and a contex-
tual component. Regarding the latter, we may consider the time-space aspects of 
context (see Burgess & Ivanič, 2010, for an extensive review of this element), the 
purpose of the writing task (Tardy & Matsuda, 2009), and the power relations 
that permeate the context (Atkinson, 2001). Within a context, writers also take on 
particular subject-positions, which most certainly affect the choices that they make 
(Atkinson, 2001; Harklau, 2000). Finally, theories taking a decidedly social view 
of voice have compelled us to take into account the reader’s role in constructing 
voice, and Prior’s (2001) careful theoretical construction allows us a way to link 
the social and the individual in a dialogic (contextualized) relationship. As such, 
voice becomes co-constructed, and the readers’ experiences and values (Matsuda 
& Tardy, 2007), as well as their subject-positions, must be considered a part of a 
theory of voice, mutually constitutive with text, the individual, and the context. 

The research described in this paper suggests that at least two additional 
features are subsumed under the dialogic component of voice. The author’s 
extra-textual identity, when available to a reader, is likely to blend into a reader’s 
voice construction in ways that are unique to each reader. As well, an aspect not 
directly investigated in the present study but certainly of interest for future work 
is that of the history between the reader and writer. A reader’s prior interpersonal 
and/or textual interactions with the writer (or with other writers who seem to be 
similar) are likely to contribute to his or her impressions, perhaps building certain 
expectations through familiarity. 

Although a thoroughly articulated theory of voice is beyond the scope of this 
paper, the components sketched out strive to add some contribution toward that 
continued effort. A richer and more detailed theory of voice would hold great 
empirical and pedagogical potential. For the present, authorial voice remains a 
somewhat elusive concept to study, yet research makes clear that it is neither static 
nor entirely controlled by or belonging to the writer. Given its potential for im-
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pacting readers’ perceptions of text quality, which at times may carry high stakes, 
voice is clearly then a relevant concept for writing instructors, writing researchers, 
and, of course, writers. 
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noTes

1. Student names are pseudonyms.

2. The order in which the student papers were read was alternated so that 50% of participants in 

each group read Kay’s paper first, while the other half read Vasile’s paper first.

3. The scale for minority status, taken directly from Rubin and Williams-James (1997), was 

problematic in asking readers to rank “minority-ness” and situating White Europeans as highest 

in status. The item was retained to study how readers would respond to such a paradigm, but 

the readers’ comments (rather than ratings) about race/ethnicity are the primary source of data 

analyzed in this study. 

4. Though Rubin and Williams-James (1997) collect information about readers’ impressions of 

authors, they do not report on this aspect of their study. 

5. A recent study by Spalding, Wang, Lin, and Hu (2009) did investigate the teaching of voice in 

the L2 writing classroom, but their research relies on a definition of voice focused on individual 

expression rather than the dialogic definition of voice taken up in this article.

RefeRenCes

Althusser, L. (1971). Lenin and philosophy and 
other essays. New York: Monthly Review Press.

Atkinson, D. (2001). Reflections and refrac-
tions on the JSLW special issue on voice. 
Journal of Second Language Writing, 10, 
107–124.

BAkhtin, M. M. (1981). M. Holquist (Ed.), 
The dialogic imagination: Four essays by M. 
M. Bakhtin. (C. Emerson & M. Holquist, 
Trans.). Austin: University of Texas Press.

BAkhtin, M. M. (1986). Speech genres and 
other late essays (C. Emerson & M. Holquist, 
Eds.; & V. McGee, Trans.). Austin: University 
of Texas Press.

BeAson, L. (2001). Ethos and error: How 
business people react to errors. College Com-
position and Communication, 53, 33–64.

BlAkeslee, A., & Fleischer, C. (2007). 
Becoming a writing researcher. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
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ivAnič , R. (1998). Writing and identity. Phila-
delphia: John Benjamins.
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appendix a

Assessment Rubric

The attached “Critical Analysis” paper responds to a FYW 103 assignment that asked 
students to research an issue and present the various perspectives on that issue through a 
critical analysis. Please read the paper and then assess it below.
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Overall, I would assign this paper a:

 F  D  C  B  A

The central focus is
 1  2  3  4  
 unclear     very clear
The content is
 1  2  3  4 
 undeveloped     very developed
The support is
 1  2  3  4 
 weak     strong
The organization is
 1  2  3  4  
 inadequate     very strong
The style is
 1  2  3  4 
 not effective     very effective 
The language usage is
 1  2  3  4  
 unsophisticated    sophisticated

After having read and assessed the paper’s quality, please respond to the following items.

In my impression based on the paper, the writer is
 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
 not credible     credible

 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
 a poor writer     a good writer

 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
 unintelligent     intelligent

 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
 low socio-economic status   high socio-economic status

 1   2   3   4   5   6   7 
 minority culture student   dominant culture student 
 (person of color)    (White/Euro)

The writer’s authorial presence in this text is
 1   2   3   4   5   6   7
 weak/not noticeable    strong/very noticeable
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appendix b

Interview Questions

 1. Explain your reasoning for giving this grade.
 2. Would you like to elaborate on any of the assessment areas?
 3. Are there other aspects of the paper (not included in the rubric) that you found to be 

strong?
 4. Are there other aspects of the paper (not included in the rubric) that you found to be 

weak?
 5. Do you have any other general comments about the quality of the paper?
 6. Based on the paper, what impressions do you have of the writer? Please share anything 

that comes to mind. [Further prompt, if needed: What adjectives would you use to 
describe the author?]

 7. What led to these impressions?
 8. Did any of the following play a factor in constructing your impressions of the author?
	 •	 The	paper	topic	
	 •	 Use	of	particular	sentence	structures
	 •	 Word	choice
	 •	 Any	other	aspects	of	the	writing	style
	 •	 The	sources	used
	 •	 Citation	conventions
	 •	 Use	of	particular	writing	conventions
	 •	 Signs	of	careful	editing,	or	lack	thereof
	 •	 Formatting	of	the	paper
 9. What do you think about the writing ability of the writer?
 10. How credible do you think the writer is in this paper? 
 11. What gave you those ideas about the writer’s credibility?
 12. Are there specific parts of the text in which you feel the author has a strong presence? 

If so, please point to those and explain what makes you feel this way about this section. 
 13. Do you have any other comments about the writer or his/her voice as expressed in this 

paper?
 14. Do you have any other comments in general?
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