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INTRODUCTION    

In spite of the growing interests in the theorization and research in second 
language writing, which have been published in refereed journals, anthologies, and 
monographs (mostly by Western scholars), the endeavors to conduct research on second 
language writing by local scholars is relatively a rarity.  

However, thanks to our scholars strong commitments to the improvement of 
literacy in the country, research on second language writing still has a place in their 
academic agenda. A number of studies in the field have been conducted in local context, 
with some of them having been presented in national and international conferences and 
published in anthologies as well as local accredited journals and international journals.  

Such studies center on different foci: the practice of writing at university level 
(Marcellino, 1998; Alwasilah, 2002), overall proficiency of EFL writing skill (Cahyono, 
2000), the perception of writing by university students (Alwasilah, 2004), the perception 
of the inclusion of writing in the national curriculum by senior high school teachers 
(Rozimela, 2004), contrastive rhetoric  (Arsyad, 2002; Budiharso, 2006; Marcellino, 
2007), and the publication of research articles by Indonesian writers (Adnan, 2009).  

While some of these studies should be lauded for the lights they throw to the 
improvement of writing instruction in a local context and to general properties of 
textuality and literacy (Canagarajah, 2002, p.3), and while some help generate 
productive cycles by confirming and disconfirming available competing hypothesis and 
approaches to writing instruction, there is something missing in them.  

Some of the studies tend to be formalistic and conformist in their approach, 
viewing texts as rigid, stative, abstract, generic, product-oriented and detached from their 
social condition which shapes and, is shaped by, it. In addition, some tend to simplify the 
process of text construction and negates the complexity of the process of text 
construction.                      

The fact that many current studies on second language writing today have been 
formalistic and product-oriented is impute to the spirit of the Enlightenment movement, 
which attempts to discover the basic underlying rules that account for the text s 
universal laws of production and reception (Canagarajah, 2002, p.3).  

One of the most important correctives to these limitations would be to orient 
second language writing study to critical writing theory. Such a critical theory is 
revealing as it helps unravel many contesting epistemological assumptions in writing 
theory. More importantly it also attempts to complicate the process of text construction, 
which many studies mentioned earlier consider being stative.  

With the backdrop of critical orientation to writing (Canagarajah, 2002), this 
study, part of a large project, explores the process of knowledge construction of basic 



student writers in their attempts to produce texts. To limit the discussion, I will focus on 
the students strategies of textual negotiation developed by Canagarajah (2000b). These 
strategies include avoidance, accommodation, opposition, appropriation, and 
transposition. 

As part of knowledge construction, such strategies is of immense significance as 
it represents illuminating evidence of students struggle for voice as well as for the 
negotiation of conflicts they face in writing in the presence of dominant pedagogy.  

The goal of this preliminary naturalistic study is to complicate the perspectives on 
the process of writing in a second language, which seems to be taken at face value by the 
locally conducted studies above. I hope this type of emic perspective can help generate 
important insights into the ways teachers should treat their student writers.  

REDEFINING KNOWLEDGE    

Critical orientation to writing does not subscribe to idea of knowledge adhered to 
by the tradition of scientific positivism and the tradition of Enlightenment. Such 
traditions view knowledge as decontextualized, transcendental, pure, and value free that 
any consideration of knowledge as being influenced by contexts, interests, and ideologies 
would be summarily dismissed (Bajaj 1990, quoted in Canagarajah, 2002, p.54).  

In addition, knowledge is considered universal, and as such any attempts to 
promote equality and to favor vested interests of a specific community of interest groups 
are deemed irrelevant (Canagarajah, 2002).  

Critical approach to writing however takes more radical views of knowledge 
which results from emerging perspectives emanating from post-Enlightenment or 
postmodernist tradition. Following Canagarajah (2002a, 2002b), such emerging 
perspectives can be encapsulated as follow:   

Knowledge is constructed. The existence of knowledge cannot be separated from human 
mediation and involvement. Knowledge comes into being due to the process of 
accumulative negotiation and reconstruction. The changing social context plays a role in 
the process of negotiation and reconstruction. This emerging view contrast sharply with 
the positivistic tradition with holds that knowledge is free of human involvement, 
universal, absolute, and can be objectively verified in terms of dichotomy correct and 
incorrect.  

Knowledge is personal. Contemporary perspectives in science have acknowledged the 
importance of human subjective facets in the process of knowledge construction. Our 
interests, biases, experiences, feelings, imaginations, and predispositions help contribute 
to our endeavors in explaining phenomena. Subjectivity is now respected as it provides us 
the tools to interpret reality. Thus, knowledge is value-ridden.  

Knowledge is interactive and collaborative. It is socially constructed and reconstructed 
through the social everyday interactions. Whereas conservative understanding views 
knowledge as an individual property, a current perspective sees it as an accumulation of 
an individual s engagement with others through constant interchanges, disparity in 
arguments, transactions, debates and consensus building.    



   
METHODOLOGY  

The present study adopts a critical ethnography orientation, which is defined by 
Canagarajah (1993) as an ideologically sensitive orientation to the study of culture that 
can penetrate the noncommittal objectivity and scientism encouraged by the positivistic 
empirical attitude behind descriptive ethnography and can demystify the interests served 
by particular cultures to unravel their relation of power (p. 605). 

The choice of critical ethnography over the frequently employed descriptive 
ethnography is motivated primarily with the rigor of the former to unravel the complexity 
of a classroom culture, which is loaded with cultural and ideological biases. The pressure 
to employing critical ethnography in classroom sites is often necessitated by the 
limitation of descriptive ethnography. Cannagarajah (1999) succinctly expresses it in the 
following way:   

Ethnography becomes a personally committed interpretive activity, whereby the 
researcher attempts to explicate the cultural strands that may facilitate community 
empowerment and self-determination. Such concerns are difficult to develop from 
the tradition of descriptive ethnography hitherto practiced, which adopts a 
detached, value-free, egalitarian view of culture. What is needed is a critical 
ethnography that can build an element of ideological critique into cultural 
description (p. 48).   

Thus, to obtain a comprehensive picture of how students construct knowledge in the 
process of text production, we need to go beyond the description of the data we obtain 
from classroom site as commonly practiced by the tradition of descriptive ethnography. 
We need instead to situate the data in a broader social context of the classroom in search 
of the hidden forces that lead to the process knowledge construction.  

The data of the present study was twelve reflective essays written by six 
Indonesian undergraduate students as a reaction to their enrollment in my writing classes 
they attended during their two-year studies at a university. These essays were take home 
assignments I gave to them and I collected as important sources of information for my 
own reflection.  

The names of the students who voluntarily participated in this study are Paula, 
Josephine, Sanny, Indah, Handoko, and Cyntia. They were classified as basic writers 
because they all exhibited similar writing strategies peculiar of basic writing students (see 
for example, Shaughnessy, 1977; Raimes, 1985; Zamel, 1983).          

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 



 
Examination of the twelve reflective essays reveals compelling insights into 

diverse strategies the students employed to grapple with writing activities as part of the 
academic demand they must meet. These insights provide evidence of what Canagarajah 
(1999) calls a vibrant underlife in the classroom . 

An avoidance strategy, for example, can be exemplified by Josephine s essay.  
Facing conflicts in term of teachers expectations, teaching styles, teachers treatment to 
her writings, as well as the choice of which thought patterns to follow, Josephine voiced 
her dissatisfactions. For example, she demanded that teachers relinquish their role as 
authoritative figures that often provide discouraging remarks to their works, and that she 
didn t want her works to be the objects of ridicule by the teachers. She also said that she 
felt inhibited from expressing her thoughts freely when her teachers belittled her writings. 
Despite these critical remarks, Josephine exhibited no efforts of showing tensions 
between her expectations and the conflicts she faced.   

An opposition strategy is articulated by Indah, who insisted that her writing 
selfhood is far more important than that of anybody else, including her teacher.  
However, due to her teachers pressure to write precisely what they expected of her, 
Indah felt obliged to obey her teachers expectations. The reason is that she wanted to 
please her teachers and that she did not want to get poor grades from them. A similar 
strategy is adopted by Handoko, who always wanted to maintain his selfhood in writing. 
He perceived that to be oneself in writing is important because it is the writer who knows 
the best for his/her audiences.            
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