2021: 1

doi: 10.24834/educare.2021.1.3

Academic writing in the Baltic States: Introducing the Bwrite project
Anni Jürine
Djuddah A.J. Leijen

Helen Hint

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1630-7467

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5588-112X

djuddah.leijen@ut.ee

helen.hint@ut.ee

Jolanta Šinkūnienė

Diāna Laiveniece

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6803-8617

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3107-2109

jolanta.sinkuniene@flf.vu.lt

diana.laiveniece@liepu.lv

Christer Johansson

Nicholas Groom

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3715-3425

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8482-707X

christer.johansson@uib.no

n.w.groom@bham.ac.uk

In the project Bwrite (Academic Writing in the Baltic States: Rhetorical Structures through Cultures and
Languages), we aim to address the lack of an empirically grounded holistic understanding of non-Anglophone
writing traditions by mapping the academic writing traditions in the national languages of the Baltic States:
Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian. We aim to achieve this by using machine learning and other computational
methods (both quantitative and qualitative) for capturing writing tradition features at scale. By identifying and
studying those features, we will not only create a body of knowledge on writing tradition(s) of the Baltic States,
but the project will also provide a methodological basis for studying writing traditions elsewhere.
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Foreword
We would like to dedicate this article to the memory of Anni Jürine, our friend and colleague, who
passed away on the 20th of April, 2021. Anni’s dedication to the Bwrite project, her passion for the
research and teaching of writing will continue to inspire us and everyone who has been in her presence.

1. Introduction
Ever since Kaplan’s (1966) influential paper on cultural thought patterns in intercultural education,
there has been an interest in how cultural backgrounds influence the way we communicate our ideas
in writing. Often seen as the seminal paper in Contrastive Rhetoric, Kaplan’s observations in
intercultural classrooms gave rise to a multitude of studies contrasting aspects of different writing
cultures primarily focusing on the challenges students encounter when writing in English as a second
language motivated by EAP (English for Academic Purposes) research agendas. There has, however,
been a relative absence of research focusing solely on non-Anglo-American oriented and nonAnglophone writing traditions. Some studies have attempted to characterise the major writing
traditions of Europe in broad terms. For example, it has been suggested that the German writing
tradition has a higher tolerance for digression (Siepmann, 2006) and the French writing tradition values
style above all other considerations (Galtung, 1981). However, these claims about European writing
traditions tend to be based on little or no empirical analysis and, as such, are not much more nuanced
than the now notorious “doodles” that Kaplan (1996) used to characterize thought patterns across
cultures (Severino, 1993).
The studies that have investigated European writing traditions empirically have done so from many
different angles. Some empirical studies investigate writing at a micro-level focusing on specific
linguistic features in texts, such as modal verbs, personal pronouns, boosters, and metaphors
(Charteris-Black & Ennis, 2001; Mur-Dueñas & Šinkūnienė, 2016; Orta, 2010; Šinkūnienė & Olmen,
2012). Other empirical studies focus on the meso-level features of writing traditions, such as the
application of self-promotion in Spanish journal articles (Martín & León Pérez, 2014) or on specific
text types, such as conference abstracts in Ukrainian and Russian (Yakhontova, 2002). While these
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studies certainly offer valuable insights into European writing traditions, the overall picture is scattered
and sometimes even conflicting. This lack of coherence can be attributed to the fact that these studies
focus on different levels of textual analysis or on different kinds of text, and generally use small
amounts of data collected from specific populations operating in often very particular contexts. Often,
the research on local writing traditions is published in other languages than English and, therefore, not
available for wider audiences. As a result, we currently lack not only an empirically grounded holistic
understanding of non-Anglophone writing traditions, but also a suite of modern methods (i.e.,
computational, quantitative, and qualitative) for capturing them at scale.

2. Bwrite project
In Bwrite (Academic Writing in the Baltic States: Rhetorical Structures through Cultures and
Languages), we aim to address the above mentioned gap by mapping the academic writing traditions
in the national languages of the Baltic States: Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian. Before we can embark
on this endeavour, however, we will first need to identify the features that can be used to capture any
given writing tradition. Once this model has been established, we will proceed to investigate how these
features are manifested on the macro-level (the whole text), meso-level (paragraph level), and microlevel (sentence level) across a range of academic genres. In addition to building a body of knowledge
on writing tradition(s) of the Baltic states, therefore, the project will also provide a methodological
advancement in the form of a comprehensive analytical framework that can be used for investigating
(lesser known) academic writing traditions elsewhere.
To determine the features that capture the Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian writing tradition(s), we
start from studies conducted in the field of Contrastive Rhetoric (Connor et al., 2008; Connor & others,
1996). However, instead of studying the effect of cultural backgrounds on L2 writing in English (or
any other language), we will investigate academic writing traditions in their given lingua-cultural and
geopolitical contexts. As such, Contrastive Rhetoric can only be used as a source of inspiration or
starting point for identifying relevant features that vary across cultures: the use of metadiscourse (e.g.
Ädel, 2008), move structure of texts and sections of texts (e.g. Martı́n, 2003), reader vs. writer
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responsibility (e.g. Kubota, 1997), topical structure of paragraphs (e.g. Almaden, 2008), citation moves
in academic journals (e.g. Omizo & Hart-Davidson, 2016) or power distance (e.g. Wolfe, 2008). As
more peripheral cultures are likely influenced by the major traditions (see Galtung, 1981), it can be
assumed that writing in the Baltic States is influenced by the German and Slavic writing traditions
historically and by Anglo-American writing traditions more recently (see Šinkūnienė, 2018). However,
it is currently unclear in what respects and to what extent Baltic writing tradition(s) relate to other
writing traditions. Nevertheless, our aim is not to compare the Baltic writing traditions with others,
but to rely on the contrastive rhetoric approach to provide a methodological basis for identifying and
studying features that may vary from writing tradition to writing tradition. As such, our approach will
be to regard the Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian academic writing traditions as having an identity
and integrity of their own – collectively or individually – and not simply as collections of features
borrowed from other traditions.
As the abovementioned features are mostly manifested above the sentence level, we tap into studies
taking a Discourse Analytic approach (Biber, et al., 2007a), especially those that focus on textual
features above the sentence level, such as Schiffrin et al. (2001). As we are interested in texts pertaining
to specific academic genres, we also draw from previous work done in Genre Analysis (Swales, 1990,
2004), specifically in studies making use of Move and Step analysis (see, e.g., Connor et al., 2007) used
to map the rhetorical structure of texts in various genres such as fundraising letters (e.g. Biber, et al.,
2007b), patent applications (Groom & Grieve, 2019) or academic texts, such as research articles (e.g.
Kanoksilapatham, 2007). Combining different approaches allows us to map the rhetorical structures
of academic texts as manifested on macro-, meso- and micro-levels (Fetzer, 2013). By investigating the
macro-structures, we determine the general structure of the texts (Lin & Evans, 2012). The meso-level
is investigated at section and paragraph levels through move and step structure (e.g. Cotos et al., 2016,
2017) and paragraph structure (Simpson, 2000). Micro-level analysis entails, for instance, how the
moves and steps are manifested in lexico-grammatical patterns or by investigating the lexical and
grammatical structure of specific concepts: self-promotion, argumentation and other topics relevant
for mapping the rhetorical structures in academic discourse.
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As indicated earlier, the project provides a methodological advancement (using combined
computational, quantitative, and qualitative methods) for rhetorical analysis. In particular, the project
aims to break new ground by making use of Machine Learning and Deep Learning methods to process
large amounts of authentic academic texts. So far, large-scale computational approaches have hardly
been the norm in Contrastive Rhetoric, but this advancement has recently been advocated as an
integrated approach to analysing text with other methods, such as corpus-based empirical analysis
(Geisler, 2016). Biber et al. (2007a), on the other hand, have emphasized the importance of corpusbased empirical analysis in Discourse Analysis, which traditionally has also deployed other methods to
investigate structural organization of texts. In our project, we will compile a large multilingual database
of academic texts in Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian, which will be collected from available webbased databases and repositories. The genres included will be BA/BSc and MA/MSc and higher-level
works, such as doctoral dissertations and journal articles. The data will be collected from University
repositories and Open Access journals by web scrapping. Bearing in mind that disciplinary variation
can override writing traditions (see, e.g., Martín & León Pérez, 2014; Yakhontova, 2006), we will
include texts from across all the different disciplines (humanities, social sciences, natural sciences,
medical sciences).
Another innovative aspect of the project will be its combination of both the top-down and bottomup approaches to analysis. In case of the top-down approach, which prioritises functional frameworks,
our units of analysis will be determined before we commence the analysis of our data. In case of the
bottom-up approach, which prioritises detailed linguistic description, our units of analysis will emerge
during the data analysis process itself (Biber, et al., 2007a). While many authors (e.g. Moreno & Swales,
2018) argue for the top-down approach when it comes to using genre-based move analysis, some
studies have deployed a bottom-up approach for similar purposes (e.g. Cortes, 2013). As pointed out
by Geisler (2016), there has been some success in using hand coding at a later stage of text analysis,
rather than at an early stage (Lejeune, 2011), and in combining automated coding with hand coding at
various stages of the text analysis (Lemke et al., 2015). In our project, we will combine the two
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approaches to determine the structural patterns in Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian academic texts.
To achieve this, we will choose and operationalize relevant features, drawing on (but not restricting
ourselves to) the “hunches” used in previous literature (Omizo & Hart-Davidson, 2016). The analysis
will proceed by developing a coding schema for each feature in all languages. A coding taxonomy will
be developed followed by automated analyses using Machine Learning algorithms. In the bottom-up
approach, the discourse organization patterns will be detected based on lexico-grammatical patterns
(e.g. Biber, Csomay, et al., 2007; Cortes, 2013). The resulting predictive machine learning models can
in turn be validated using ethnographic or other qualitative methods (Tse and Hyland 2006;
Wiedemann, 2013).
The outcome of the project is thus an empirically grounded model for investigating academic writing
traditions. As such, the results are relevant in the Baltic States as the project will create a body of
knowledge about the local academic writing traditions. This knowledge can be put to practical use
when teaching academic writing in local contexts and when developing teaching materials. It is a wellknown fact that, at the moment, there is a lack of original materials for teaching academic writing in
Baltic universities and institutes of higher education, and teachers often have to rely on translated
textbooks that have been composed for teaching writing in the Anglo-American tradition. The project
would be a welcome addition to the few studies in Estonian (Kerge et al., 2014; Meier, 2002; Reinsalu,
2017), Latvian (Dubova, 2019; Dubova et al., 2009; Laiveniece, 2014) and Lithuanian (Gudavičienė,
2019; Linkevičienė & Šinkūnienė, 2012; Šinkūnienė, 2014, 2017, 2018; Volungevičienė, 2018) already
available. However, we believe that the results of the project are also relevant globally. The model that
we will develop for mapping writing traditions in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania can be further used
by scholars working in other regions to describe their own writing traditions.

3. Conclusion
To summarise, in this brief position paper, we have demonstrated that there is a knowledge gap not
only in terms of what is currently known about more peripheral writing traditions, but also in terms of
how these writing traditions might best be studied and described. We have introduced the BWrite
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project as an attempt to address both of these issues. The project will contribute to the field of
academic writing in many respects: it will create a body of knowledge that is of interest to local
communities in the Baltic States and in other regions with uncharted academic writing traditions and
it will break new methodological ground in its deployment of Machine Learning and Deep Learning
methods for rhetorical analysis. Ultimately, the project aims to offer new and exciting perspectives to
scholars working in the fields of Contrastive Rhetoric, Discourse Analysis and Genre Analysis by
providing them with a “road map” for detecting in large amounts of data something challenging to
detect, namely what is intuitively recognizable as a local writing tradition. Given that the project started
in January 2020, the first stage of the project was to present the theoretical framework and foundation
for the three languages. The data has been identified and collected, and the three years following will
1) identify, code, and test the features in Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian (year 2), 2) build models
representing the languages and further identify the features across large databases of texts (year 3), 3)
identify models, disciplinary differences and test these using more qualitative methods to validate the
results (year 4).
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