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Abstract 

This article addresses academic writing as an occasionally “mysterious” phenomenon for 
students. This phenomenon has been well documented in educational and applied linguis-
tic work, in which student talk has been understood as evidence of states of affairs in the 
world that the educationalist can then problematise and investigate. Using ideas from 
pragmatist philosophy as a heuristic, particularly Peirce’s notion of abduction, I conduct an 
EM/CA alternate study. This approach allows for a series of conversational techniques 
for talking about mysterious writing phenomena to be identified. Two longer analyses 
demonstrate social aspects of the problems of learning from experience, and of the possi-
bility of identifying general explicatory, but informal, rules for academic writing. Treating 
student talk as accounts providing versions of events allows for different results than a 
transparent or representational conception of language. I conclude by noting that the ten-
sion between a researcher emphasis on situated practice, and the participant tendency to 
wish to find generalities, can continue to be a productive field for research if carefully 
framed. 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the canonical problems in academic writing is that of how to successfully incul-
cate in students an understanding of the formal requirements and criteria that their work 
will be judged by. In recent times, this classical pedagogical problem has taken on a wider 
educational and even political relevance. Features of campus life worried at by policy-
makers and discourse leaders in higher education can readily be related to questions of 
assessment and feedback, not least inasmuch as the very notion of “transparent” criteria 
for assessment can be related, often critically, to the neo-liberal notions currently per-
vading higher education (e.g., Mitchell 2010). But even for those who aim to retain a 
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pedagogical rather than policy perspective on such matters will find that there is no lack 
of available connections to be made: student understanding of assessment and criteria 
can be readily related to patterns of differential attainment; to personal identity; to ex-
pectations, engagement, and experience; to student perceptions of professional academic 
practices;1 tto socialisation (or acculturation) into higher education, and thus the patterns 
of transition involved in moving from one stratum of education to another; to alignment 
of assessment, feedback, and learning outcomes; and perhaps most of all to the “sink or 
swim” culture in university instruction and assessment (White 2009). Related to this is 
the learning paradox involved in inculcation to disciplinary norms (see Collini 2012 for a 
recent expression) whereby the learner is placed in a position where they are “building 
the boat while already at sea”.2 There is moreover a case for claiming that the “threshold 
concepts” important for pushing forward learning in a given substantive area can also 
be seen in the informal curriculum of assessment requirements (see Priss 2014 for related 
points). Further, all of these problems can be exacerbated by the addition of cultural 
differences to the mix. 

It therefore comes as no surprise that instances of students pointing out the difficulties 
in understanding writing criteria, and drawing attention to instances that turn out to be 
inexplicable given their prior understandings, are commonplace in the educational liter-
ature, with these being only a few examples: 

I can describe some really difficult essays. We did have a course which I thought at the 
time was not so difficult but when I read the assignment I thought it was very difficult 
because my understanding of the question was different from what the tutor wanted. But 
I didn’t get that explanation during any of the classes and I always felt I was in the right 
direction…  I always had this impression that it was supposed to be an explanation of what 
was being thought because there were like 10 schools of thought. We were supposed to 
implement it to the working environment. I think what… happened was to debunk each 
school…  so I did it that way and it came out very very bad. So I still don’t know what 
ought to have been done (in Ridley 2004, 102). 

I could get a 70, you know, a first, from one tutor and a 60 from another, when I thought 
I would be deserving of more … I never, you know, and this goes for some of my colleagues 
as well at university, that goes for them as well, we never really [laughs] understood why, 
you know, there was such a difference in the marking (in Read, Robson & Francis 2001, 
392). 

Sometimes researchers draw similar conclusions on behalf of their participants: 

 
1 The National Student Survey (NSS) and responses to it is an important source of examples. 
2 It is worth quoting this passage for reference: ‘Learning what is involved in conducting enquiry in a certain 
discipline partly grows out of being exposed to examples of such work and then being incited, not to repro-
duce them, but to produce a piece of work of one’s own that is informed by having come to understand what 
the examples are examples of’ (2012, 9, original emphasis).  
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First-year students may not be able properly to understand the question and when they 
do, they are unclear about the criteria they must meet in order to achieve good grades. 
They feel that the key to success lies not in producing a well-structured and well-written 
piece but in complying with some mysterious, tacit code which they cannot access (Husain 
& Waterfield 2006, 27). 

In fact, such occurrences are sufficiently well recognised for Ridley (2004) to talk of 
‘puzzling’ experiences in higher education assessment and discourse; for educationalists 
to talk of students “cracking the code” of academic writing (Ballard & Clanchy 1988, 
McKenna 2010, Rai 2004); and for scholars in the field of academic literacies to talk in terms 
of the ‘institutional practice of mystery’ (Lillis 1999, Turner 1999, Scott 1999). Other ex-
amples can be found severally (e.g., McCambridge 2015, Hounsell 1997, Hounsell et al. 
2008, Lea & Street 1998, Stierer 1997, Pardoe 2000, Ivanić, Clark, & Rimmershaw 2000, 
Ecclestone 2001). These scholars attribute such occurrences to differentials in cultural 
and social capital, and thus use them as evidence to progress a critical and transformative 
agenda (Lillis & Scott 2007; Mann 2008). 

Some of the assumptions of work in academic literacies (hereafter “AL”) are directly 
relevant to this paper; most prominently, the idea that students are required to switch 
literacy practices from setting to setting (Lea & Street 1998) will be familiar to anyone 
working with any form of praxiological discipline. My aims, though, are somewhat dif-
ferent. Primarily, what I intend to do is dependent upon a different conception of lan-
guage to that used in AL, as least as far as student utterances are concerned. For while 
these scholars are familiar with the “language as use” precept that originated most prom-
inently in the work of Wittgenstein and Malinowski (Gellner 2004, Nerlich & Clarke 
1996), when student accounts are concerned, it seems to this reader that these accounts 
are treated in AL (and much of the wider educational literature) as descriptions of states 
of affairs in the world, rather than analysed as performative spoken practices in their 
own right, or for the practical work that is carried out in demonstrating and achieving 
local cultural understanding. On AL’s part, this criticism has been addressed by Lillis 
(2008), who herself suggests that academic writing research tends to treat talk as trans-
parent and referential. As a solution, she posits a three-pronged approach for research-
ers, with talk around text to be analysed ‘in at least three ways’ (366): as transparent/ref-
erential, as discourse/indexical, and as performative/relational. A first point is to reiter-
ate that this advice does not seem to have been widely taken up by educational research-
ers, who retain a broadly referential approach to language (Greiffenhagen & Sharrock 
2007). A second is that, despite its best intentions, Lillis’s injunction assumes unproblem-
atic boundaries to these three domains; begs the question of how data can be treated 
such that it is amenable to analysis in these three ways; and omits to mention how these 
analyses can be (re-)assembled for an overall rendering of the data.3 

 
3 One of the questions begged by the AL talk around text model is why one approach to analysis could not 
subsume the others – for instance, here is Searle’s commentary on Austin (1969, 406): ‘making a statement 
or giving a description is just as much performing an act as making a promise or giving a warning. What 
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METHOD AND DATA 

In this article, my approach is rather different, being an analysis of the methods students 
use conversationally in their talk about academic writing. This approach is very much 
beholden to insights from ethnomethodology and conversation analysis (EM/CA). In 
fact, I would say that there is scope in some of these materials for an extended CA-type 
investigation, as well as for investigations into the educational implications of both the 
talk and the approach used here. For now, though, this analysis must appear in a more 
introductory fashion. 

The phenomenon that I am addressing is that of formal structures, that is, recurring 
conversational practices (Garfinkel & Sacks 1970, Carlin 2009), that can be found in the 
talk of any or all kinds of students. Indeed, the data used in this paper was selected from 
contributions by eight undergraduate students, only one of which would qualify as a non-
traditional learner. The remainder evidently possessed the kinds of cultural capital that 
would probably disqualify them from attention by AL scholars. This is not to say that I 
do not have sympathy with the critical, transformative, largely class-based analyses of 
AL; rather, that disparities between overtly-expressed rules or principles, and local con-
tingencies concerning the application of these principles, can occur within a wide variety 
of power and identity relationships. Such matters can then uniformly be dealt with as 
instances of Garfinkel’s “shop-floor problem”, without necessarily originating in partic-
ular social experiences or backgrounds (cf. Berard 2005, Sharrock & Button 2007, 
Emirbayer & Maynard 2011). The questions I want to ask are more like: What is practi-
cally achieved by the use of abductive structures in talk around text? What mutual un-
derstandings allow these utterances to be understood? Some key influences in this en-
deavour include ethnomethodological work that overtly addresses formal structures of 
conversation, including Garfinkel & Sacks’ (1970) seminal paper, but especially that of 
Carlin (op. cit.), who used the work of Edward Rose to focus on formal structures within 
research interviews as ‘meaningful matters’ for the participants (Carlin, personal com-
munication), and as the ways in which they defined their situation. This approach was 
also used in this study, with the conversations not taking place in the midst of text-pro-
duction, but allowing participants to retrospectively provide their own take on outcomes 
and events surrounding their written work. 

The particular feature that I address here I have come to call “abductive structures”, 
after the form of reasoning, abduction, most prominently set out by the American prag-
matist philosopher C. S. Peirce. Abduction is a mode or stage of reasoning that for Peirce 
was just as necessary as the better-known deduction and induction. In Peirce’s terms, 
deduction was the stage that ‘explicates hypotheses, deducing from them the necessary 
consequences which may be tested’ (Fann 1970, 10), while induction ‘consists in the 

 
was originally supposed to be a special case of utterances (performatives) swallows the general case (consta-
tives), which now turn out be only certain kinds of speech act among others’. As we shall see, that various 
kinds of accounts accomplish actions is fundamental to EM/CA. For related criticisms of/with Lillis from a 
different perspective, see Coffin & Donohue (2012).   
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process of testing hypotheses’ (ibid.). However, what this omits is an idea of the process 
of how the hypothesis is arrived at in the first place. This was the place of abduction for 
Peirce, who saw a vital role for it as ‘the only logical operation which introduces any new 
ideas’ (Peirce 5.171, 1903).4 

Abduction therefore has several discernible features (following e.g.: Deutscher 2002, 
Eco 1994, Fann 1970, Hookway 2000, Misak 2005, and Semetsky 2005 passim): 

• It is occasioned by a “strange fact” or “complex phenomenon” that requires ex-
planation; 

• Its aim is to generate or find a rule to explain results;5  
• It occurs in the form of a guess or conjecture 
• …that must have sufficient explanatory power to provide a plausible explanation 
• …and thereby result in adaptive behaviour; 
• Abduction has low “security” but potentially high “uberty”, or explanatory 

power, and is therefore defeasible; 
• It depends upon existing experience, and is therefore variously characterised as 

“sideways reasoning”, “working from known to unknown”, and includes all man-
ner of metaphorical, analogical, speculative and allegorical reasoning (e.g., 
Bateson 1979, 142);  

• In finding extrinsic means to bring to bear on a new problem, it is a synthetic mode 
of reasoning; 

• It is “retroductive”, not predictive, and looks for causes (antecedents) rather than 
effects (consequents);  

• There is a semiotic aspect to abduction in that it considers consequences as signs of 
a prior cause (Carettini 1988); 

• Abduction must be generalising and therefore at least minimally abstract, in the 
sense that the rule or explanans will be broadly conceived enough to potentially 
cover other such cases; there must be enough in both the rule and the result to 
allow the result to be a case of that rule;   

• It is narrative to the extent that the semiotics involved in inspiring an abduction 
may suggest a set of events or causes that might have occurred (Ginzburg 1988); 

• It is world-creating in that the reasoner must find a correspondence between the 
imagined world in which the abduction would work, and the “real world” (see 
Eco 1994). 

 
4 In another educational example (Becker, Geer & Hughes 1968, 85), students are described as constructing 
systems ‘deductive in form’ in order to ascertain what is required from them in assessment. This is despite 
Becker and colleagues claiming that these systems are ‘not necessarily rational’ and ‘may be based on spec-
ulation – in other words, they exhibit abductive features. This is an instance of what we might call the 
“Conan Doyle error” as committed in the Holmes stories (cf. Eco 1994): using “deduction” where “abduc-
tion” might be more accurate. The value of considering the use of abduction in such cases is that it better 
accommodates the ‘non-linearity of learning processes’ (Priss 2014).  
5 ‘…such that, if [the rule] were true, and it the Result were considered a Case of that Rule, the Result would 
no longer be strange, but rather extremely reasonable’ (Eco 1994, 157).  
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Abduction, as described here, is present both in everyday reasoning and in scientific 
procedure, has been overtly mined for its value to the latter (particularly in the “specu-
lative” sciences: archaeology, geology, astrophysics, etc.), and has been tapped into for 
its potential as a pedagogy for various kinds of instruction (see, e.g., Meyer 2010, and 
Pedemonte & Reid 2010 on mathematics education). 

It is also worth briefly introducing some of the contributions of Peirce’s fellow prag-
matist, John Dewey. Although Dewey appears not to have used the term abduction himself 
(Koschmann 2003), his development of approaches to learning and education are clearly 
an elaboration on Peirce’s work (Emirbayer & Maynard 2011). Learning, for Dewey, can 
take place within existing habitual forms of action, but problematic or indeterminate 
situations require an experimental, reflective process that allows a creative response to 
change (Dewey 2008, Miettinen 2000, Elkjaer 2009). This reflective, conscious stage of 
inquiry aims at establishing a new habit that can be used trans-contextually. Dewey fur-
thermore held more of a social perspective than Peirce. This is seen in his later emphasis 
on “transactionalism” in education, whereby learning ‘is a process that not only trans-
forms the learner, but also the environment within which the learning occurs’ (Kosch-
mann 2001: 16). The observer model of education is replaced by one where the learner is 
an active participant in the situation. Doubtful, indeterminate, or problematic situations 
are so because they are inherently doubtful, and can be seen as such by others (Dewey 
2007). It is possible to see these problems as originating within the individual, but Dewey 
sees too consistent an emphasis on internal origins as potentially pathological. 

As can be seen from the list above, the many features of abduction imply a whole 
series of mundane spoken practices that can be subsumed under this category, and which 
can cluster together in conversation but equally may appear in isolation. Abduction has 
been introduced to render as related a series of spoken practices and does not presume 
that the speaker has undertaken an “indigative” process (that is, a fully-worked-out line 
of reasoning, in Peirce’s coinage). In more everyday terms, this might cover such linguis-
tic functions as reporting on notable events, speculating, hypothesising, explaining, cor-
recting, or challenging explanations (Wittgenstein 1953, Lynch 1993). The components of 
abduction, when recognised in conversational practices, have something of a family re-
semblance relationship whereby some or any may appear in various combinations: a 
close analogy would be the approach of Jefferson (2015) in her work on talk about troubles 
in conversation. In a similar way to a trouble emerging without all the available sequen-
tial parts of “troubles talk” necessarily being present, the marking of a strange fact will 
not necessarily lead to other components of reasoning emerging through conversation. 
Another connection is that troubles talk, abductive structures, and indeed any kind of 
account, are liable to have some kind of performative value other than the communica-
tion of the account in itself (Sharrock & Button 2007, Schegloff 2008). 

The information used here was gathered from eight undergraduate students during 
my doctoral studies. They were all studying within the same social sciences programme. 
This programme offered various pathways and most of them would have experienced it 
as a multi-disciplinary course of study. The students knew me as a staff member, 
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someone broadly familiar with the pattern of their studies but unlikely to have any influ-
ence on their results. Conversation fragments with four of them, from research interviews 
held over two years, appear here. Interviews were held every semester, more frequently 
if initiated by the student. Participants were invited to talk about any aspect of their 
academic writing, with an initial focus on how they had managed the transition from 
pre-university to university-level writing and learning in general. Students were free to 
bring their own specific concerns, with the longitudinal method allowing these matters 
to be returned to and developed over time. The “perplexities” raised in these fragments 
were therefore phenomena raised by the students themselves. Extracts 2 and 3 are taken 
from successive interviews with the same student. After the first interview had concluded, 
it became clear that we would both welcome the opportunity to talk further about the 
specific problem she had experienced in a particular course. In later interviews, students 
often had their essay scripts and feedback to hand, for ease of reference. 

My intention here is to address all extracts briefly to identify some basic spoken prac-
tices for establishing a strange fact in academic writing settings. This will be followed by 
a fuller analysis of extracts 1 and 3, which reveal interesting features as accounts. 

SOME EXAMPLES OF “ABDUCTION” IN ACTION 

Early on in the data-gathering stages of my doctoral studies, I became aware of spoken 
practices in the talk of my participating students that appeared to have in common the 
presence of a “strange fact” occasioned by a feature of academic writing. All of them 
were occurrences that the participants deemed worthy of explanation. The most per-
spicuous examples are given below (S = student, P = Researcher). 

 
S: The problem with Social Anthropology was that I don’t think I wrote 

   in the style that they particularly wanted me to write in, it was 

   included in some of the comments on the sheet.  

P: So what style do they want you to write in and what style did you 

   give them?  

S: I don’t know, he put that I had a bit of a confused writing style, 

   but I’ve never really had that before so I guess in different 

   subjects they expect different things from you really, whether it’s 

   a subject where they want to you to be very clear and concise and 

   I’m a bit flowery, I don’t know. I’ve got to write an Economics 

   essay this week, so I’ll see how that goes, but I’ve never written 

   one before … 

[perusal of the manuscript] 

S: … I seemed to do the same… when I read it back I can’t see why it’s 

   a lower mark than the others.  
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P: Because you seemed to do well in Anthropology in the first year… 

   obviously I’ve looked at a few of them in some depth now and you did 

   a few that were really well received.  

S: Maybe it was just the tutor or the subject, I’m not really sure. I 

   just remember that he said you should write clearly and concisely 

   and you should keep a clear writing style… you know, just those kind 

   of comments. I don’t know, maybe it’s a personal preference, I’m not 

   sure. 

Extract 1, Student 1 
 

S: I probably know more now what I need to put into an essay … more on 

   the theory and the analysis. I think that was part of the problem 

   with the French essay because there wasn’t any theory as such as to 

   why it generally happened, which is usually what you’ve got involved 

   in Politics essays, it was kind of “describe and explain” those 

   specific changes, and there’s no real general theory or concept that 

   you can discuss, or agree or disagree with. 

Extract 2, Student 2 
 

P: So can you remember what exactly made it tricky to come to terms 

   with? 

S: Well I think the thing was that we just didn’t feel that there was 

   any real argument, you know, any sort of debate, either within the 

   title or even within the content of what we were discussing. I 

   didn’t feel as if there was any way to bring a climax towards what 

   you’re talking about, it just seemed to be, account for a period of 

   time, and that’s it. 

P: Right. Because the way I would read it would be, “outline” – so 

   that’s “describe” – what the changes are. 

S: Describe and explain. 

P: Yeah – yeah, so then “account for”, so “give reasons for”. 

S: But there doesn’t seem to be any debate within the reasons. 

P: Ah. 

S: It just seemed to be – say what happened, this is why it happened. 

   It wasn’t, some people feel this and some people feel that, and that 

   is more valid. When I was doing all the research, it just felt that 

   it was a lot of consensus on why things happened. 

P: This is what I thought, because if you say to someone, “account for 

   something”, by saying “these are the reasons”, that’s an argument. 

S: I see what you mean. 

P: But if there’s no kind of controversy, everyone ends up writing the 

   same stuff, I’d imagine. 
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S: And she even says, “it ends up sounding a bit like it tends to the 

   narrative”. I don’t really think I could have done anything 

   different, like… considering the amount of reading I did for it, I 

   expected to finish it a lot sooner than I did, I ended up being 

   finished a bit rushed. I was trying to find this extra dimension to 

   talk about, and I just couldn’t seem to find it… it was quite 

   important, it was an important shift in French politics, but it’s 

   not something that’s really explored in the essay title. 

Extract 3, Student 2 
 

S: … it was the same with spelling when you have a spell-check and that 

   kind of thing… I don’t know whether it was to do with the good use 

   of paragraphs… I mean “clear”, they said it was a well-written, 

   thoughtful essay, but yet clear, that’s a three… so it seems with 

   things like that it’s not always… it doesn’t always work – I mean, 

   “grammatically correct”, I’ve been writing essays for a long time 

   and… it would be nice to get the underlined essay and see “oh, 

   actually this isn’t grammatically correct”. 

Extract 4, Student 3 
 

P: I’m just looking at this, on the tickboxes, where there are maybe 

   15 criteria and you’ve got the maximum for all of them except two… 

S: And those two are the important ones! 

P: Well, that’s the conclusion you could make, isn’t it? 

S: Well, not really… well, you could say that but it just seems like… 

   to me it doesn’t seem too easy to, “oh, I’ll just give four out of 

   five for these two”, the criteria for a first. And I won’t give 69 

   because that’s too close to a first, so it’s 68. 

Extract 5, Student 4 
 
One of the most important features of abductive formal structures in conversation 

mirrors that of abductive reasoning: it starts with the recognition of a “strange fact” or 
complex phenomenon,6 such that the opportunity arises to characterise writing require-
ments as coded or mysterious in some way. The conversational extracts above suggest 
that there are several interactional techniques for arriving at a strange fact. It can be seen 
from the examples that although many of the features of abduction listed above are pre-
sent, they are not systematically present. In some cases, for instance, an observation con-
cerning an anomaly is presented and then left behind without any candidate explanation 
being offered. Indeed, as we will see, the lack of candidate explanations can be an im-
portant component of this type of account. Given the importance of this initial stage, it 

 
6 In Peirce’s words, ‘an explanation is needed when facts contrary to what we should expect emerge’ (7.202, 
1901).  
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will be my focus here, first by outlining the ways in which the strange fact can be arrived 
at conversationally, and then by undertaking a closer examination of two of the examples 
above. 

HOW TO ESTABLISH A “STRANGE FACT” 

The extracts, then, comprise a variety of methods for rendering as strange academic writ-
ing practices and outcomes. Some of these are outlined in the list below – as it were 
instructions for the conversationalist wanting to bring a “strange fact” about. This is not 
an exhaustive list, and there will be some overlap between categories, but with the data 
presented we can isolate the following practices: 

Point out the similarity of practice, effort, technical proficiency, etc., 
across cases, in contrast to differences in outcome (Extract 1) 

In this first extract, Student 1 provides us with the instance that is closest to the experi-
mental approach outlined in pragmatist writing. She can be read here as saying that she 
has received a lower mark than she is used to, despite not changing her practices across 
various writing instances. The mark is clearly a noteworthy problem. There are a few 
candidate explanations raised here. The problematic essay was written for a Social An-
thropology course, and this has occasioned some thought on the style requirements of 
different disciplines; in fact, the student cites academic discipline, personal preference / 
tutor, or subject as candidate sources of the problem. The student opens by considering 
“Social Anthropology” as a discipline in toto, requiring a style that “they” particularly 
wanted her to write in; the problem with a disciplinary explanation appears in my ob-
servation that she has completed other essays in the same discipline with a good level of 
success. (This in particular allows the possibility that “subject” is not the same as “disci-
pline” here.) Part of this method trades on a form of ‘occasioned corpus’ (cf. Zimmerman 
& Pollner 1970), in the sense that previous efforts can be categorised into a collection that 
has features such as “successful” and “not described as having a confused writing style”, 
in contrast to the case at hand. The student cites a prospective essay, this time in Eco-
nomics, as another opportunity to see how what will presumably be “the same” writing 
practices are received. This will presumably provide more data to help ascertain whether 
the Social Anthropology essay is an outlier, but there is a further problem inasmuch as 
this is an essay in a different discipline. This additional variable makes it more difficult 
to find a rule to serve as an explanation for all these cases. It is not clear whether this 
will, or can, take its place as part of the occasioned corpus and so serve the purposes of 
general rule-generating. In this extract, a lot hinges on the usage of “the same”, and this 
is taken up in more detail below. 
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Contrast the case at hand to previous cases, all of which conform to the same notional rules (Extract 2) 

In this example, rather than struggling towards the formulation of a rule that explains 
all results, Student 2 already has a clearly defined and accountable rule that appears to 
have worked to this point: remark more “on the theory and the analysis”. In using the 
language of feedback to describe her practices (Lea & Street 1998), and in pointing out 
such practices as generally adequate to the writing of Politics essays, a normative strand 
to this account is introduced. A feature that should be present is not; or it has not been 
made sufficiently visible. It is possible to see here the disappointment of hard-won expe-
rience not having purchase in a related writing context, and for no obvious reason. The 
outcome becomes strange through the rendering of the existing rules as reasonable. 

Put the strangeness into relief by removing (“cutting out”) any explanation that 
could be attached to the student writer, or any conventional site of explanation (Extract 3) 

As mentioned, this is the same student as in Extract 2, and this method can be seen as a 
development of the previous one. It is a second conversation about the same case, so it 
is to be expected that the student as interlocutor will seek explanations. This is indeed 
what happens. However, the student does not find such an explanation. The method 
used here is to demonstrate that the expectation of a certain feature of the particular 
context – that is, the presence of an exigence allowing for analysis and theoretical debate 
– could reasonably be expected. When it is shown that it is not present, the method used 
is to cast this as an extrinsic feature of the learning context rather than as a failing of the 
student, or explicable in any other easily available way. Various candidate explanations 
are suggested and rejected. This case will also be taken up in more detail below. 

Cite the indexicality of common feedback terms 
when it is not clear what they signify or refer to (Extract 4) 

The indexical properties of language are foundational to many practice-led approaches 
in the social sciences. For examples of the context-bound usage of feedback terms, we 
will not find them in EM/CA, but rather in educational writing (e.g., Lea & Street 1998 
on “analysis”, Lillis 2001 on “explicit”, Scott 2000 and Moore 2014 on “critical”). Student 
3 is discussing her marks and feedback; this feedback was given in free text and through 
several marking criteria, each of which used a five-point scale where 1 was the lowest and 
5 the highest. Given that there are generally five degree classification outcomes, including 
fail, it is tempting for students to attach such scales to the classification system; so that in 
this case, the indication of 3 for the criterion “clear” could be understood as clarity at 
the 2:2 (lower second) level. In any case, two things are evident here: first, that anything 
lower than the top indication shows that there is room for improvement in some way; 
and second, that these criterial indications are glosses on a series of unspecified textual 
features. Marking criteria have developed over recent years not only as aids to student 
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understanding of how they are being marked, but also, in ethnomethodological terms, 
as ostensible aids to the ad-hocing practices of markers (Emirbayer & Maynard 2011). 
They can be seen as ways of “fixing” the thread of feedback along certain lines in ways 
that are more difficult to manage through free-text feedback alone. However, as illus-
trated in this extract, the provision of free-text feedback and criterial indications can work 
to reduce rather than improve the clarity of feedback overall.7 The student cites a couple 
of descriptions (“they said it was a well-written, thoughtful essay”) that could be con-
nected to its clarity, but the summary indication for clarity is “3”. This apparent disjunc-
ture is the source of the strange fact in this case. A further interesting feature here is the 
point that particular instances of criteria have not been made evident through ostensive 
demonstration (“it would be nice to get the underlined essay”). 

Find a disjuncture between the perceived features and quality of the work, and the result; or 
between items of information that do not seem to cohere and which require explanation (Extract 5) 

This instance is similar to Extract 4, except that the issue here is the overall mark the 
student received (68, in other words a high upper second result but short of a first-class 
outcome) rather than the understanding of individual features of the essay in feedback 
terms. Whereas in Extract 4 the problem is better described as one of overall coherence 
of the various items of information made available to the student as feedback, here the 
problem is a scalar or metric one, reminiscent of some of Sacks’ observations (1992). I 
suggest that many markers would both agree with the student’s initial hypothesis regard-
ing the important criteria that have made a difference in this case, and find his gloss of 
the imagined marker’s ad-hocing practices uneasily close to the mark. In one sense it is 
indeed “easy” to conclude that some criteria have the status of first among equals: that 
if the indications of 4/5 were earned for other criteria, then a higher overall mark might 
have been the result. It is not easy to conclude this in the sense that if it is an accurate 
observation, it begs a whole other series of questions: if some criteria have higher 
weighting or prominence than others, why not communicate this in advance? How is it 

 
7 My experience of the development of marking criteria over the last twenty years or so conforms completely 
to a praxiological rendering of how marking practices can and should be explained to students. Very 
broadly, in response to student requests to know exactly how their mark is worked, criteria were developed 
from a distillation of common textual features that could be identified within a given assessment type and 
given discipline. These features tend to be a combination of technical (referencing, spelling) and epistemo-
logical (analysis, criticality). It did not take long for the criteria to need their own descriptors (i.e., written expli-
cations of the criteria, or alternatively, explanations of explanations). After this, though, further explanations 
had nowhere to go; they hit bedrock. In more recent times, a series of newer pedagogies have arrived that 
attempt to show, rather than tell, students how marks are or can be arrived at. These involve techniques 
such as provision of previously marked essays; video recordings of “real-time” marking of essays; and col-
laborative work with students to have them involved in the practice of essay marking. Although I have 
misgivings as to how these techniques are often used in conjunction with the notion of a “model answer”, 
these demonstrative techniques have much more promise for inculcating students into a form of life than 
simple definitional approaches. There is a whole further conversation to be had (or cited) here regarding the 
possible benefits of dissolving learning paradox and shop-floor problems though these pedagogical ap-
proaches.   
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possible to reduce the marking to a couple of key criteria in this way? The somewhat glib 
style of the student is perhaps a reflection of his views of the ad-hocing behind the pro-
duction of his marking and feedback. Although this is a discussion of a specific case, it 
observes some investigable, accountable features of the writing context that could be 
generally explanatory at some level. 

These, then, are some of the methods open to students in writing contexts to intro-
duce an abductive structure. It is evident that all of these cases can be considered as 
accounts of some form. This brings us on to the matter of what form these accounts take, 
and what they can be seen to be doing in practice. To reiterate, ‘Descriptions in the 
social world, since they are within that world, simultaneously affect social relationships, 
execute moral evaluations, produce political, moral and social consequences, and so on. 
Descriptions are almost always “doing” many more things in a social situation than 
simply “reporting a set of facts”’ (Schwartz & Jacobs 1979: 51). 

IDENTITY AND HABIT 

I have suggested that the sense of the first extract above hinges on the expression used 
by the student, “I seemed to do the same”. Doing something in “the same” way but 
receiving a different outcome – for instance, through evaluation in an educational setting 
– is sufficient for this to become an abductive event that occasions reflection, and possibly 
explanation. What “the same” is in fact about here, and what it achieves, requires some 
careful unpicking. 

To start with, any such judgement of “the same” must be able to have as part of its 
sense that it is the same in some respect (Schilbrack 2009; Hutchinson, Read, & Sharrock 
2008) – no matter whether the discussion is about objects, events, or actions. We might 
ask, following Bogen (1999), under what conditions it makes sense to talk about doing the 
same thing on different occasions. Further, following Winch (1990), we might bring to-
gether the question of giving a sense to the idea of “the same” with the question of “In 
what circumstances does it make sense to say of somebody that he [sic] is a following a 
rule in what he does?” (28). Prior to Winch, Wittgenstein wrote that ‘the use of the word 
“rule” and the use of the word “same” are interwoven’ (1986, § 225). They are not, though, 
interchangeable; as Bogen points out, they have an asymmetrical relationship. Following 
a rule must mean doing the same thing in some ways; whereas doing the same thing 
need not involve following a rule. To employ some well-known examples, one cannot 
play chess or use a formula to calculate a number series without following rules; the rules 
are internal to carrying out these activities successfully. But to promise to visit a friend 
every day, or to follow a dance master successfully in carrying out “the same” moves 
with a similar level of proficiency (Ebersole 1979), need not reference any rules either 
overtly or implicitly (Bogen 1999). To put it more simply, these iterative activities are the 
same in some ways, and not in others. It may be important to the friend who needs 
reassurance that you promise day-by-day to visit them. Having the dance master confirm 
that you are doing “the same” as she does is an important component in learning, in 
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coming to see what is involved in a mastery of the activity and having this confirmed by 
those already proficient in it (see Winch 1990, 58ff.). This last example is particularly 
perspicuous: regularity of performance and outcome is a central pillar of what counts as 
learning, as are the regulative corroborations of those who provide instruction and ex-
pertise. 

In short, judgements of what counts as “the same” will be determined within a form 
of life or practice, and the sense of this emerges from what can sensibly be said about 
that practice. Equivalency is something brought to the occasion by the practitioner and 
not by the researcher (Baccus 1986). The work of the researcher then becomes ‘to give 
an account of just how members conduct the investigations into the regularities that 
Winch described. What is needed, ultimately, is an investigation into their investigations’ 
(Koschmann 2012), their practical social theorising. Furthermore, for Baccus, ‘the inves-
tigator must first have some idea of the internal workings of a social phenomenon (in its 
naturally available way) before he [sic] can go on to make statements about the phenom-
enon from his point of view as an investigator’ (1986, 2). In this case, we do not have much 
to work on. We do not see a demonstration of what makes these different occurrences 
the same, nor do we see any extended experimental response to this event. But we do 
have a form of talk within a specific “organised environment” that is coherent enough 
for it to be understood, and sufficient for a perplexity to be communicated. We also have 
a hint at a “craving for generality” on the part of the student. 

There is also the problem of what it means to act in a rule-following or rule-seeking 
manner in higher education assessment. The notion of a “rule” is employed in an un-
derdetermined way in much educational writing. In a DiSA briefing paper8 (Oldham & 
Dhillon 2012), for instance, the authors suggest that “knowing the rules” – glossed as 
holding “contextual knowledge” – allows for better student progression, identity, and 
transition as learners. A similar sense of not knowing the rules was relevant when students 
were asked to undertake new activities, including new genres of assessment. This seemed 
to be dissolved somewhat with experience. A similar picture is found in AL writing (e.g., 
Lea & Street 1998; Read, Robson & Francis 2001) where “rules” are described as some-
thing like ‘unwritten conventions’ that can differ even from assignment to assignment, 
or tutor to tutor. The AL perspective, which stresses the potential differences in writing 
requirements – or “rules” – in each iteration of writing, makes a particularly interesting 
question out of what “doing the same” could possibly denote. However, even reading 
only from what has appeared above, there are several candidate ways of defining what 
the “rules” of academic writing could involve: 

1. Marking criteria, grading boundaries, and descriptors of these; 
2. The informal or tacit knowledge involved in the application of these criteria;  

 
8 Disparities in Student Attainment.  
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3. Unwritten, unspoken, uncommunicated, or uncommunicable principles of pre-
ferred content or style at a higher level of abstraction than even the application 
of criteria (“what they’re really looking for”);  

4. Knowledge of generic form;  
5. Conventions specific to local conditions, disciplinary or tutor preferences, etc.; 
6. Peircean rules invoked to explain strange cases, and bring all cases into a space 

where they are explicable. 

For these reasons, great care in dealing with the concept of rule in discussion of academic 
writing requirements is recommended. 

Returning to the example, some of the ideas above can readily be put to work in 
accounting for the coherence of this exchange. The initial temptation is to conclude that 
this is an account of a disrupted habit in simple terms. Doing the same thing – whatever 
this is – is something that has served the student well in cases up to this point. This 
becomes an accountable episode because of the difference in outcome given what ap-
pears to the participant as similar practices going into her work. However, a rule, or any 
practice that involves doing the same thing, is nothing if not generally applicable. We 
can surmise that this initial habit came about thanks to corroboration in various other 
learning settings that have a perceived coherence (see Ogien 2018, and Winch 1990, 57-
62 for discussions). It worked for the student not only because she employed comparable 
practices on her own part, but also because of the corroboration she will have received 
trans-contextually and the support this gives for the understanding of general principles 
governing those cases. The same kind of action is suited to the same kind of occurrence. 

Furthermore, following Dewey, Wittgenstein, and Winch, this cannot be said to be a 
purely individualised affair. With shades of the private language argument, the meaning 
of this discussion ‘can only be conferred on it from the vantage point of shared knowledge 
about regularities people can reasonably anticipate on the basis of common experience’ 
(Ogien 2018, 44). So here, the student has been led to the perception of a commonality 
through experience in various teaching settings that themselves can be understood, to 
this point, as having common requirements. To paraphrase Winch, it makes sense to 
speak of a rule not in the sense of whether it can be formulated, but in related to whether 
an action can be said to have been carried out in a right or wrong way. The student 
observation hints at conditions or criteria that need to be known in common. She knew 
how to go on, until a new case problematised this sense of knowing. Even though we 
cannot see an immediate answer to this perplexity, the form of the problem is evident, 
and is irrevocably social. 

REMOVING EXPLANATIONS AND TYPES OF ACCOUNT 

In analysing Extract 3, it may be useful to think about this as picking up where the pre-
vious analysis left off. In Extract 2, where the same student talks about the same case, she 
not only describes her attempts to replicate previous practice in the setting described, 
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but is also able to formulate what this practice is, or should be. Without using the same 
terms as Student 1, and as demonstrated in the How to establish a “strange fact” section 
above, Student 2 is clearly working in a similar kind of way. The difference that the data 
gives us is that Student 2 has a clearly formulated rule which we can infer has worked to 
this point. The second conversation with Student 2, yielding Extract 3, provides more 
detail as to the circumstances around the non-applicability of the rule in this case. This 
detail helps to bring about a particular form of account, which it is more productive to 
describe than to attempt to categorise a priori. The context tells us the kind of account it 
is (Heritage 1984). 

One starting point for this is to consider where the student seeks explanations for her 
strange fact. As noted, Dewey suggested that too concerted a focus on internal explana-
tion could be a sign of pathology. This is not to say, of course, that personal considera-
tions cannot be relevant where improved outcomes are sought. In all the cases outlined 
here, there is a discernible tension between the aspect of clarity and consistency in exter-
nal criteria, and the fact that there is an element of personal performance and therefore 
responsibility which is the site of, if not the reason for, the perplexity. Certainly, in the 
longer accounts, there is a preference for providing “environmental justifications” rather 
than “personal excuses” (Merrison et al. 2012). However, to cite Austin’s (1956: 27) pro-
grammatic work on this topic, “it is very evident that the problem of excuses and those 
of the different descriptions of actions are throughout bound up with each other”. Given 
that there is a family of accounts connected to problematic situations – excuses, justifi-
cation, explanation, or assigning blame, among others (Matarese & Caswell 2014) – we 
should expect any or all of these to be attached to versions of events that are in principle 
contestable (Coulter 1979, Cuff 1993). Accounts are generally involved in other activities 
than simply setting out events. 

With this in mind, let us return to the discussion with Student 2 to see how she renders 
her account as a version. In Extract 2 she sets out her rule/s for dealing with Politics 
essays; to address theory and provide an analysis. These are set up as standards from 
which her current paper diverges (Lynch 2007). Furthermore, this rule is generally ade-
quate because it addresses features that are “usually” present. Thus described, it becomes 
a normative matter. In Extract 3 she outlines the search for an argument, a term cognate 
with analysis. The lack of success of this search results in a descriptive or “narrative” 
outcome, in other words a dispreferred outcome when considered in the common op-
posing pair of analysis/description. The account works to show how a narrative outcome 
came about despite an analytical one being sought. 

Extract 3 is from a second conversation that was conducted a few days after the first. 
In this, the student sets up the situation as one where she could not do otherwise. There 
is a series of implicit ‘despite’ or ‘even though’ clauses that work to establish the inevita-
bility of the puzzle, and which support the presentation of the student as competent. 
Thus, she says, “I just couldn’t seem to find” the “extra dimension”: 
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• despite this being a normally available feature in the genre and discipline;  
• despite the formulation of a rule that fits all other cases; 
• despite “all the research” yielding only consensus; 
• despite “the amount of reading I did for it”, supporting the idea of no lack of 

effort;  
• despite the time spent on looking for a solution and the subsequent rush; 
• despite the result “tending to the narrative”, playing on a contrast with her usual 

“analysis”; 
• despite the importance of the events not being reflected in the essay title. 

Having thus accounted for most if not all of the things that a serious student should 
be doing when confronted with such a challenge, Student 2 downplays the possibility 
that the criticism of her essay “tending to the narrative” is only attributable to any of her 
own practices. These clauses support the idea that argumentative exigence should be 
available to the student: the normative tone of these comments is not difficult to see and 
is supported by the comment in Extract 2. Two other features of the conversation support 
the same version of events: first, in Extract 3 the student initially describes the lack of 
argument or debate as something that “we” could not see; this refers back to an earlier 
point in the conversation where she posits course mates as having the same problem as 
herself in this task. Second, my main contribution as an interlocutor here is to suggest 
ways in which the instruction words in the essay title could be interpreted as allowing for 
an argument to be provided. Student 2, though, succinctly removes this as the site of the 
problem.9 

What Student 2 is carrying out, then, is redolent of Dorothy Smith’s (1990; Berard 
2005) “cutting out” procedure, whereby all alternative accounts are removed in favour 
of the preferred one. There is a difference in this case when compared to Smith’s K is 
Mentally Ill essay. Those dealing with K provide explanations or extenuations for K in 
every disparate example of her conduct, but the master explanation, the single rule that 
brings all instances together as a collection, is that she is mentally ill. Once heard as such, 
all other instances can be brought together as results, cases explicable by this rule. In my 
example, Student 2 attempts to establish that her regularly applied rule is and should be 
applicable; that it is not makes for the strange case. Furthermore, this cutting out process 
takes into account the rejection of explanations of different types. Speakers can use a 
suite of different mitigation types where they are implicated in something that has gone 
wrong or badly (Coulter 1979, Beach 1991). For instance, in a conversation between two 
managers where one is explaining the performance of his team to the other (Sharrock & 
Button 2007), conversational techniques include excuses (personal circumstances related 
to the workers), justifications (explaining a light-touch management style), and question-
ing the premise (the very idea that performance is unacceptable).10 In the case of Student 

 
9 List construction and contrast structures, both present in this example, are well established as techniques 
in anticipating sceptical responses from the listener (Acuña-Ferreira 2003).  
10 I provide here a conflation of Sharrock & Button’s own types.  
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2, we can point out at least intrinsic and extrinsic components in her account. The in-
trinsic components work to demonstrate herself as “morally adequate” (Cuff 1993), as 
operating with the kinds of predicates we would want attached to a student, and, by 
extension, as a trustworthy teller of the narrative. These also help with establishing the 
extrinsic components as normative expectations that have not been met (Matarese & 
Caswell 2014). If she should be doing something different, then she should be given the 
requisite guidance. The result is the achievement of an incongruity perspective (Watson 
2009). That the incongruity does not receive a solution here only helps to distance the 
student from any reasonable action she could have taken to provide the solution. 

Accounts are furthermore category-based (Dupret, Lynch & Berard 2015). Each par-
ticipant providing an account will be part of a unit with its own membership categories 
and predicates (Cuff 1993) informing the kinds of actions that can be attributed to them. 
We can expect of higher education students that they will make excuses;11 that they may 
complain (Garfinkel 2002); that they will certainly want to attain and justify as high a 
mark as possible. However, they will also reflect on and perhaps problematise their per-
formance; and to bring things full circle, they will often hang explanations on their ex-
perience. An account does not need to have a “for-once-and-all” identity (Atkinson & 
Drew 1979). 

CONCLUSION 

In this article, I have carried out an analysis of examples of student talk that address 
circumstances relating to “strange facts” in academic writing contexts. It has been pos-
sible to identify a not exhaustive list of spoken methods for establishing academic literacy 
events or features as strange. A common set of practices occurs when prior experience is 
seen to be inadequate to account for a new case or ‘result’ that is otherwise similar 
enough in type that the lessons of experience could apply. In bringing these cases about, 
students make generous use of incongruity perspectives and contrast structures. To help 
describe these examples, I have used various learning-related ideas from pragmatism, 
not least that of Peirce’s concept of abduction. Pragmatism has several points of rele-
vance to this investigation. One is the evident relevance of reflecting on experience to 
the possibility of learning and, more to the point here, for conversationally framing ac-
counts of strange facts. A second is the potential of the concept of abduction itself for 
bringing together mundane practices such as hypothesising, comparing, describing, sug-
gesting and testing solutions. A third is that these problems are pragmatic ones in a very 
real sense, requiring reflection and adaptation for the most fruitful outcomes to be pos-
sible. I largely agree with Emirbayer & Maynard’s treatment of pragmatism in that it has 
little to offer EM/CA in terms of conducting sociological studies; but pragmatism is still 

 
11 I would echo Heritage (1984) in saying that this is a type of account specific to the context. There are no 
evident adjacency pairs in the conversations that suggest that they are clearly, for instance, excuses; nor do 
I recall them sounding like this at the time. This is not to say that I could not have been, as a university staff 
member, an excuse recipient rather than a troubles recipient (Jefferson 2015).  
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under-employed as a theory of learning and it can help identify useful loci for EM/CA 
studies in the field of education. 

Much of my analysis has been dedicated to show that student talk on strange facts 
should not be considered as unproblematic descriptions of states of affairs. They are also 
accounts that provide versions of events necessitated by the aspect of student perfor-
mance in assessment. This, allied to the observation that the student participants in these 
examples would not be candidates for studies where the focus is any form of underpriv-
ileged or protected status, opens up the field to a much broader array of potential studies. 

The pragmatist perspective also interacts in an interesting way with that of academic 
literacies. A pragmatist view – as supported by the data presented here – would see par-
ticipants as wanting to generate general rules for conduct that can be used habitually. 
When this is frustrated and explanations are needed to generate new, adaptive habits, 
AL would see the situated practice of the individual literacy event – the basic unit of 
understanding – as the reason. I have cited EM/CA authors in this article (not least 
Dorothy Smith and David Bogen) who have also argued in their own ways that we 
should think more about situated explanations than master rules. But how do we con-
struct pedagogical intercessions out of this insight, not least when the generalisations can 
be enabling for learners? I see a paradox between an apprehension of the threshold con-
cepts of the key terms of academic description and feedback, and their instantiation in 
specific local practice. In Deweyan terms, we would want to avoid a regression from a 
participant model of education to an observer model, where the shop-floor problem per-
tains. Educational responses designed to fit this brief would be a useful next stage in this 
line of enquiry. 
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