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АКАДЕМИЧЕСКОЕ ПИСЬМО В ТЕХНИЧЕСКОМ УНИВЕРСИТЕТЕ: 

КАЧЕСТВЕННОЕ ИССЛЕДОВАНИЕ  

СТРАТЕГИЙ ПЕРЕФРАЗИРОВАНИЯ 

 
Аннотация: формирование навыка перефразирования является крайне необходимым в обу-

чении аспирантов технического, как и любого другого, вуза академическому письму на ино-

странном языке. В настоящем исследовании проводится анализ стратегий перефразирования, 

которые используются аспирантами первого года обучения, изучающими академическое 

письмо на английском языке (n = 22) в МИФИ, при выполнении письменного задания. Каче-

ственный анализ подготовленных аспирантами рефератов (фрагмента научной работы) вы-

явил существенные недостатки в перефразировании на иностранном языке, в том числе ма-

лое количество значительно переработанных текстов, излишнее преобладание лексико-

семантических трансформаций и неверное истолкование исходного смысла заданного текста 

на научную тематику. Результаты опроса показали, что большинство студентов испытывали 

трудности при попытке найти разные способы выражения одной и той же мысли, не копируя 

при этом непосредственно из исходного текста. Исследование позволяет лучше понять ис-

пользование стратегий перефразирования в академическом письме на иностранном языке. 
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ACADEMIC WRITING AT A TECHNICAL UNIVERSITY:  

A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF PARAPHRASING STRATEGIES 

 
Abstract: the formation of paraphrasing skills is of utmost importance in teaching academic writing 

in a foreign (second) language to PhD students of a technical, as well as any other, university. The 

present study explores the paraphrasing strategies employed by first-year second language (L2) PhD 

students (n = 22) of MEPhI when completing a writing assignment. The qualitative analysis of the 

student-generated summaries of a fragment from an academic paper revealed weaknesses in L2 stu-

dents’ paraphrases including the underrepresentation of substantially revised texts, overrepresenta-

tion of lexico-semantic transformations and misinterpretation of the original meaning of the source 

text. The results of the survey demonstrated that the majority of the students experienced difficulties 

when trying to find other ways of expressing the same idea without copying directly from the 

source text. The study enables a better understanding of paraphrase use in L2 academic writing.  

Keywords: paraphrasing, academic language, academic writing, second language (L2) teaching, 

higher education.  
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Paraphrasing is generally considered to be an essential skill for scientific writ-

ing. Paraphrasing is crucial for mindful borrowing of other authors’ ideas while writ-

ing a literature review and for providing evidence of the relevance and novelty of sci-

entific research. Several authors have explored how mastering various paraphrasing 

techniques allows writers to avoid plagiarism and focused on various strategies em-

ployed by students at different levels to reproduce original texts in their own words. 

Thus, Kettel and DeFauw [1] presented the «Read, Reread, List, Compose» (RRLC) 

strategy to write from a bulleted list of words or phrases containing the most essential 

details of the source text. Keck [2] identified the main grammatical strategies of par-

aphrase and emphasized that further investigation into such practices will enable a 

better understanding of ways to avoid plagiarism. Shi [3] highlights that such a basic 

academic literacy skill as paraphrasing is in fact complex and to a large extent de-

pends on students’ knowledge of the content of the source text, the established norms 

of citation practices in the discipline and the rhetorical purposes of using citations in 

specific contexts. 



  

3 

Paraphrasing is particularly important when writing academic works in the sec-

ond language (L2) as the lack of language proficiency may result in excessive bor-

rowing. Many authors have contributed to this field. Hirvela and Du [4] explored the 

paraphrasing strategies used by Chinese undergraduate ESL students. Keck [5; 6] 

compared the ways in which L1 and L2 writers treat paraphrasing. Shi [3] analyzed 

paraphrases by L2 students from China, Japan and Korea and suggested the signifi-

cance of both linguistic and content knowledge in rewriting original texts. Unfortu-

nately, little is known about the paraphrasing techniques employed by Russian writ-

ers. In this paper, we aim to fill this gap as it could expand the views of the scientific 

community on L2 academic writing as a whole. We explore the main strategies of 

rewriting a source text used by Russian novice academic writers and identify prob-

lematic areas in their paraphrases. We seek to inform writing teachers of the most 

common strategies and difficulties arising in paraphrases so that they could advise L2 

students accordingly. 

 

Literature Review 

In recent studies, paraphrasing is acknowledged to be a considerably underde-

veloped skill among university students [7]. Insufficient paraphrasing skills [8], 

alongside with the widespread availability of digital resources [9], are among factors 

that lead to an increase in plagiarism in academic writing. Several recent investiga-

tions focus on the effects of different teaching methods and tools that enable training 

students to paraphrase and improve their paraphrasing skills in order to prevent pla-

giarism, among which are reflective writing [8], teacher's explicit instruction and 

Web-based practices [10].   

Paraphrasing has also been discussed in terms of its cultural aspect. Several 

scholars like Chien [11], Keck [6] and Shi [3] relate second language learners' prob-

lems with paraphrase to their cultural attitude towards a text. They demonstrate that 

some cultures (specifically, Asian) view knowledge as a property of a society and 

hence are more likely to commit plagiarism as they lack ethical awareness that copy-

ing fragments of other authors' original texts is wrong [12].   

To solve the complex relations between paraphrasing and plagiarism, some 

scholars suggest teachers and students should change their attitude to paraphrasing 

and start viewing it as a valuable and powerful tool that makes it possible to interpret, 

evaluate and re-shape information [7], to support or refute a claim by using a source 

[13]. Paraphrasing also contributes to enhancing the consistency of academic writing, 

as borrowed texts and fragments can be transformed and adjusted to fit the writer's 

own style [14]. According to Tran and Nguyen [15], paraphrasing can improve aca-

demic writing skills in general, including task fulfillment, organization and citation. 

Moreover, paraphrasing is of great importance in the assessment of students' academ-

ic performance, as it reveals how students are engaged and understand the ideas in the 

original text [16].  

However, despite the widely acknowledged significance of paraphrasing skills 

in academic writing and teaching these skills to novice academic authors, few at-

tempts have been made to analyze the problematic areas that L2 learners can come 

across in their paraphrases. The aim of the present study is to address paraphrasing 
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strategies used by Russian novice academic writers and identify difficulties that can 

prevent them from paraphrasing effectively.  

 

Material and Methods 

Research Context. The findings in this article are based on a study which inves-

tigated how first-year PhD students make use of paraphrasing strategies while per-

forming the task of writing a summary in the course of English as a second language. 

The study took place in the winter of 2021 at National Research Nuclear University 

MEPHI located in Moscow, Russia. Prior to the writing task, the students had had 14 

classes focusing on academic vocabulary and grammar characteristic of scientific 

texts, as well as the basic principles of appropriate text borrowing in academic writ-

ing. 

Participants. The participants of the present study are 22 PhD students enrolled 

at National Research Nuclear University MEPhI in 2020. All of them are non-native 

English speakers and specialize in such technical areas as Theoretical Physics, Nu-

clear Physics, Information Security and Computer Science. As the participants gradu-

ated from different universities in Russia and some other post-Soviet countries, their 

level of English-language proficiency varies to a great extent. Yet, none of them had 

sufficient experience in paraphrasing academic texts. 

Writing Samples. The students were given a task to write a summary (150‒200 

words) of an introduction to an authentic scientific paper written by native English 

speakers containing 374 words [17] during 45 minutes. The paper was taken from a 

highly ranked journal (Q1), and its subject area was expected to be equally compre-

hensible to all the participants. In their texts, the students needed to convey the ideas 

of the original text without borrowing excessively from it.  

Procedure. The study comprised three stages. In the initial stage, we aimed to 

identify instances of paraphrasing and classify them in terms of the quality of 

paraphrase. Thus, following Keck’s methodology [5] and apadting it to our research 

context, we assigned each word within a student-generated text one out of the 

following 5 categories: copies, paraphrases, general links, in-text citations or 

misinterpretations. Copies are words and strings of words directly borrowed from the 

original text without any change to its vocabulary, grammar or structure. Paraphrases 

are words and strings of words that are not present within the source text. General 

links are words and strings of words that are used extensively (5 and more times) in 

the original text and, therefore, are featured within student-generated texts. Without 

these words it is challenging to convey the meaning of the original text. For example, 

such words as learner(s), student(s), teacher(s) and classroom(s) appeared multiple 

times throughout the source text and were not considered exact copies within student-

generated texts. In-text citations are a universal tool used by academic writers and are 

obligatory in appropriate textual borrowing.  

Misinterpretations are words and strings of words, the presence of which within 

a student-generated text is caused by an incorrect interpretation of ideas of the 

original text. Even though words in this category technically contain elements of 

paraphrasing, they were not deemed paraphases due to the fact that they either add 

new meaning to the original text or modify the facts from it. It should be noted that 
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Keck’s methodology [5] does not have this category, which could be explained by the 

fact that the results of her research were mainly concerned with the students currently 

studying in a US university with considerable language experience including 

academic writing. The participants of the present study, for the most part, had little to 

no experience in L2 scientific reading and writing, so it is natural to assume that they 

can misinterpret certain facts from the original text. Moreover, as the results of the 

study showed, almost every student-generated text has words in that category. 

The resultant percentage of words within each category in a student-generated 

text was used to determine the quality of paraphrase. Each text was classified as an 

exact copy, a minimally revised text, a moderately revised text, a substantially 

revised text or a misinterpreted text based on how many words of each category were 

present in it. Exact copies are texts with significant percentage (90 % and more) of 

copies within them. Minimally revised texts contain around 70 % of copies. 

Moderately revised texts feature approximately equal number of copies and 

paraphrases. In substantially revised texts, paraphrases comprise 70 % or more of all 

words. Misinterpreted texts are texts in which the number of misinterpretations 

exceeds 30 %. 

In the second stage, we analysed the types of transformations that students used 

in their texts based on the classifications and topologies of paraphrasing strategies 

provided in the studies by Bhagat [18] and Vila et al. [19‒20]. Following these 

topologies, we broke every transformation that students made in their works into 

three types: lexico-semantic, grammatical and structural. Lexico-semantic 

transformations include the use of synonyms (for example, «schools across the Unit-

ed States» // «schools located in the United States»), conversions from one part of 

speech to another («foster student’s independence and creativity» // «make students 

independent and creative»), semantic implication («digital technologies can individ-

ualize learning» // «digital technologies provide an ability to tailor the curriculum to 

each student’s needs»), numeric equivalences («more than 20 %» // «every fifth»)  

and metaphors («tried-and-true learning activities» // «learning activities that stood 

the test of time»). Grammatical transformations are most commonly changes to voice 

(«English classrooms are using digital technologies» // «digital technologies are be-

ing used»), aspect («to create hybrid and interconnected spaces» // «creating hybrid 

and interconnected spaces») and other grammatical indicators. Structural 

transformations involve the change in the order of words in a sentence or in the order 

of fragments in the original text, the addition and deletion of a word or a phrase. 

In the final stage, we conducted a survey to analyze the students’ opinion of the 

task and the strategies they used to do the writing assignment. The students were 

asked three closed-ended questions: (1) How difficult was the task for you? (2) What 

did you find most difficult? (3) What methods of paraphrasing did you use? For ques-

tions 2 and 3, the students could choose more than one answer.  

 

Results 
The findings of the qualitative study show that an average student-generated text 

contains 182 words. Figure 1 shows the average distribution of words among such 

categories as general links, copies, paraphrases, in-text citations and misinterpreta-
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tions. As can be seen from the diagram, copies and paraphrases are the two most 

commonly found word categories, and they are both featured in approximately the 

same amount (37 % and 35 % respectively).  

The data in figure 1 indicates that even though the participants tried to employ 

paraphrasing strategies while writing their texts, they still copied words and strings of 

words from the original text. This could be further explained by the results of the sur-

vey that we conducted in the final stage of our study. The most common answer (16 

out of 22 replies) to the question «What did you find most difficult?» was «Not to 

copy phrases from the original text».  

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Average distribution of words among categories 

 

Overall, an average student-generated text has 27 transformations, out of which 

14 are lexico-semantic, 5 are grammatical and 8 are structural. As for transformation 

types, an exceeding number of lexico-semantic transformations suggests that the par-

ticipants opt to search for synonyms most of the time and feel apprehensive to make 

more complicated changes, such as to structure or grammar (table 1).  

Table 1 

Number of student-generated texts by type 

Text type Number 

Exact copy 4 

Minimally revised text 9 

Moderately revised text 8 

Substantially revised text 0 

Misinterpretation 1 
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Table 1 demonstrates the general number of student-generated texts by type: ex-

act copies, minimally revised texts, moderately revised texts, substantially revised 

texts and misinterpretations. As can be seen from the table, the study revealed no 

substantially revised texts among the texts that were submitted. The most common 

text types are minimally revised texts (9 texts out of 22) and moderately revised texts 

(8 texts out of 22), which indicates that the participants prefer to overly rely on the 

original text while writing their summaries. One text was deemed to be a misinterpre-

tation, in other words, it was apparent that the author misunderstood the meaning of 

some parts of the original text and some terminological units. For instance, the phrase 

«schools across the United States are rapidly integrating digital technologies» was 

erroneously generalized to «there is a global process of transition of the working and 

educational system to the remote mode»; or the phrase «more than 20 percent  of  

children  in  the  United  States  speak  a  language  other  than  English  at  home» 

was mistakenly changed to «those students in addition to learning English, they also 

independently speak several languages at home». These instances of misinterpreta-

tion suggest that a wider selection of texts and more comprehensive research is need-

ed to understand whether it is a serious cause for concern in L2 academic writing 

teaching.  

The results of the survey are presented in table 2.  

Table 2 

PhD students’ answers to the survey questions 

 

Questions Suggested answers Students’ 

answers, % 

 

Question 1:  

How difficult was the 

task for you? 

1. Very difficult 1 reply (4,5) 

2. Difficult 14 replies (64) 

3. Neutral 6 replies (27) 

4. Easy 1 reply (4,5) 

5. Very easy 0 replies (0) 

 

Question 2:  

What did you find 

most difficult? 

1. To understand the original text 5 replies (22,7) 

2. To render the main ideas of the 

original text in your own words 

10 replies (45,5) 

3. Not to copy phrases from the 

original text 

16 replies (72,7) 

4. To find suitable lexical con-

structions 

13 replies (59,1) 

5. To find suitable grammatical 

constructions 

12 replies (54,5) 

6. To transform the structure of the 

original text 

10 replies (45,5) 

Question 3:  

What methods of para-

phrasing did you use? 

1. Structural transformations 18 replies (81,8) 

2. Lexical transformations 15 replies (68,2) 

3. Grammatical transformations 16 replies (72,7) 
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As can be observed from their answers, the participants found the writing task to 

be quite challenging. Among the most difficult aspects they indicated not copying the 

words and phrases from the original text and finding suitable lexical and grammatical 

constructions. Interestingly, 5 participants struggled to understand the text, which 

could be explained by the lack of sufficient experience with English academic litera-

ture and probably low language proficiency. There is also a considerable discrepancy 

between the students’ responses about the paraphrasing strategies that they thought 

they used and the actual strategies employed by them. The study revealed that an av-

erage student-generated text contains 8 structural transformations (around 30 % of a 

student’s text). However, judging from the answers to the third question of the sur-

vey, 18 students believed they had used structural transformations in their writing as-

signment. Even though transformations of such kind were used in all student-

generated texts, it is obvious that the participants struggled to understand what they 

were actually doing and that the most ‘structural’ transformations that they had made 

were in fact lexico-semantic. According to the qualitative analysis of the participants’ 

texts, lexico-semantic transformations turned out to be the most common type of par-

aphrase. However, only the small number of students (68,2 %) admitted that they had 

employed this type of transformations. 

 

Discussion 

Based on the results of the present study, we would like to make comparisons 

with the results of other studies carried out by international authors. The first obvious 

feature of the texts generated by Russian PhD students, like those written by students 

in Indonesia and Turkey, is that substitution by synonyms is the most frequent para-

phrasing strategy [21‒22]. The preference of this technique can be explained by the 

easiness of its use. Yet, this strategy seems least effective as it does not alter the 

phrase or sentence structure. 

On the other hand, such strategies as changing word order, splitting long sen-

tences into shorter ones, combining sentences and restructuring ideas are often de-

scribed as less frequently used techniques for paraphrasing [21; 23]. Furthermore, 

Çeşme [22] identified such a type of paraphrase as deviated meaning, which is close 

to what we called misinterpretation in our corpus of L2 learners' paraphrases. This 

category seems to be directly connected with the level of L2 proficiency and thus re-

quires more attention in further studies of paraphrases. 

Another category identified by Hyytinen et al. [24] seems to be of interest for 

future studies of L2 learners' paraphrases. According to the scholars, conclusion dis-

guised as one’s own can take place when students did not include proper citations in 

their paraphrases, thus producing the impression that the conclusions were the result 

of their own endeavor. In our study, we labeled a similar type of error as misinterpre-

tation, and in our corpus it mainly referred to the cases when the PhD students used 

first person pronouns in their paraphrases. This issue needs more detailed investiga-

tion.  

 



  

9 

Conclusion 
The qualitative analysis of student-generated texts revealed that the most widely 

used categories were minimally and moderately revised texts, and the most common-

ly employed transformations were lexico-semantic. Moreover, at times the original 

idea of the source text was misinterpreted, which leads us to the conclusion that this 

category should be given more attention to in L2 academic writing pedagogy. It was 

shown that most of the students found the writing task quite challenging, as they had 

to find other ways of expressing the same idea without copying phrases from the 

source text. The qualitative study of the paraphrase techniques employed by L2 stu-

dents and the quantitative analysis of their answers to the survey enabled us to identi-

fy weaknesses in student-generated paraphrases that are apparently caused by the lack 

of knowledge and practice in the use of paraphrasing strategies. The study contributes 

to the current knowledge of paraphrase use in L2 academic writing. 
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