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Student difficulties with wnting introductions for 

research papers often stem from a lack of 
knowledge about their rhetorical functions, which 
are generally put into practice through the use of 
formulaic sequences (FSs). Research has shown 
that usage of FSs is crucial for effective academic 
writing (Hyland, 2008; Cortes, 2013), and they 
should be given explicit instruction in writing 
classes. This article provides a mini-unit that 
teaches students how to write effective 
introductory sections using FSs commonly found in 
academic writing to perform rhetorical moves. The 
mini-unit consists of prediction and noticing 
exercises, a pre-writing exercise, and a peer 
feedback exercise, which can be easily 
incorporated into an existing writing assignment. 
Through the repeated exposure, noticing, usage, 

and reflection provided by these exercises, 
students are expected to retain knowledge and 
effective usage of FSs in their writing. In addition 
to teaching students metatextual knowledge of 
FSs, the mini-unit teaches metacognitive skills for 

identifying, understanding, and using these 
rhetorical moves effectively in students' own 
writing. The design of the mini-unit acknowledges 
the different needs for teaching discipline- and 
genre-specific rhetorical moves, and is therefore 
easily adaptable to different language 
proficiencies, writing proficiencies, and fields. 

call for such organization. While this might be an 

acceptable place to start for intermediate English 

learners just beginning to write longer essays, the 

demands of academic English and academic writing 

necessitate a more nuanced control of rhetorical 

organization and purpose. 

The following paper details a mini-unit for 

students in an English academic writing class with 

the purpose of teaching how to write introductory 

sections in academic writing. Special attention is 

paid to the rhetorical functions of formulaic 

sequences (FSs) commonly used in introductions in 

academic writing, also referred to as lexical bundles 

or sentence frames. Specifically, the mini-unit 

teaches the metacognitive (skills and strategies) and 

metatextual (genres and discourses) knowledge 

necessary to read and write effective introductions. It 

can easily be modified for different language or 

writing proficiency levels, different essay sections, or 

different subject-specific genres. The mini-unit is 

built on the assumption that in order to effectively 

teach discourse-specific reading and writing 

strategies, attention needs to be paid to discourse

specific language in the form of FSs. The paper 

begins with an overview of FSs and the rhetorical 

functions of introductory sections, which is then 

followed by the mini-unit lesson plans. 

Formulaic Sequences, Rhetorical Moves, and 
Introductory Sections 

Introduction Formulaic sequences are defined as groups of 

Students often struggle with writing research article words that appear frequently in a particular order in 

introductions. Often the problem stems from a corpus of written work. In other work on FSs, they 

students simply not understanding the rhetorical have been referred to by various terms, such as 

purpose of introductory sections: they allow the "templates" or "sentence frames." For the purposes 

writer to organize and frame expectations for a of this paper, these terms are used more or less 

reader before he or she reads the rest of the essay. interchangeably, as they all point to the regular 

Students in writing classes often learn to write highly usage of certain phrases to perform rhetorical moves 

formulaic introductions: begin with a "hook" to catch and discursive functions. Biber and Barbieri (2007), 

your readers' attention, state the thesis, and then writing about a specific subset of FSs called lexical 

summarize what each of your paragraphs will be bundles, refer to them as "building blocks in 

about. Many English learners are taught the basic discourse" that are "neither idiomatic nor structurally 

five-paragraph essay format when preparing for complete" (p. 270). As a building block, they are 

English proficiency testing, as these tests explicitly used as "interpretive frames" for the information in a 
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sentence; they signal to the reader how the 

information is to be read. They enable readers 

familiar with them to predict how information is 

organized and process it more easily. Therefore, 

students who lack this knowledge will find course 

readings more difficult. Student success with reading 

complex genres, such as academic research articles, 

is often related to their knowledge of genre and 

discourse, which includes knowledge of relevant FSs 

(Dhieb-Henia, 2003). Without discourse-specific FS 

knowledge, students are less apt at both reading 

and writing. In terms of teaching FSs, results may not 

be immediate. In order for FS instruction to be 

effective, students need exposure to them in the 

context of course material, and even then the 

immediate outcome may be an increased awareness 

while reading, rather than increased and more 

accurate usage during writing (Cortes, 2006). 

Because FSs may be challenging to learn, it may be 

more effective to teach reading and writing 

strategies that will help students 1) identify those FSs 

specific to their field, and 2) use them effectively in 

their own writing. 

Researchers have categorized formulaic 

sequences commonly found in academic writing 

based on their rhetorical function. For example, 

Hyland (2008) describes three categories: research

oriented bundles which structure activities and 

experiences (the performance o~, text-oriented 

bundles which organize the text and its meaning (in 
terms o~, and participant-oriented bundles which 

focus on the writer or reader (it should be noted 
that). In their Academic Formulas List, Simpson-Vlach 

and Ellis (2010) categorized FSs into referential 

expressions (as can be seen in), stance expressions (it 
is important to), and discourse organizing functions 

(in the present study). Shahriari (2017) further 

categorized academic FSs into common-core 

bundles, which are typical of academic writing in 

general, and section-specific bundles, which tend to 

be more common only in certain parts of research 

articles, such as the introduction. Cortes (2013) 

identified the major moves writers of research 

articles make in their introductions and connected 

them to representative FSs: 1) establishing a territory 

(the importance o~, 2) establishing a niche (little is 
known about), and 3) presenting the present work 

(the aim of this paper is to). 

Because there is a clear connection between 

FSs and corresponding rhetorical moves (Cortes, 

2013; Shahriari, 2017), teaching FSs in the classroom 

is a worthwhile endeavor to help students perform 

the rhetorical moves necessary to improve their 

writing. Several studies have measured the efficacy 

of using FSs in the writing classroom. Thomson 

(2016) found that explicit instruction in FSs resulted 

in some increase in their use in the short term, but 

not in the long term due to the fact that the study's 

intervention was over a short period of time. On the 

other hand, Liou and Chen (2018) found in their 

longer study that explicit instruction had a more 

significant, longer-lasting effect on the learning of 

FSs. Therefore, explicit instruction continued over a 

period of time may be necessary for learning FSs and 

the rhetorical moves they perform. 

Mini-Unit: Teaching Formulaic Sequences and 
Rhetorical Moves for Introductions 

The following mini-unit is designed for a high

intermediate to advanced English general academic 

writing class, but it can be modified for other 

proficiency levels and subjects. The mini-unit serves 

two purposes: First, and most immediately, the unit 

teaches students how formulaic sequences function 

in an introductory section to orient the reader and 

frame the topic. Second, it reinforces the skills of 1) 

noticing patterns in reading and 2) making 

generalizations about language used by experienced 

writers. In other words, in addition to the metatextual 
knowledge of discourse, genre, and appropriate 

language, students also learn metacognitive 
strategies, or self-regulated learning skills that they 

will need to continue their learning beyond the 

classroom. The mini-unit should ideally be taught in 

the context of a larger writing project for which 

students are learning to write their introductions. 

Because of the mini-unit's length, it should be spread 

out over several class periods. It is organized into 

several parts: 1) a short lesson on the introductory 

section as a rhetorical feature and examples of FSs 

commonly used in introductions in academic writing; 

2) two activities where students notice FSs and their 

corresponding moves in a class reading and sample 

student writing; 3) a short pre-writing activity where 

students practice using FSs in their own 

introductions; and 4) a peer-feedback activity. 

Short Lesson: Introducing Formulaic Sequences 
and Rhetorical Moves 

Many students view introductions as a set, rigid 
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feature of an essay. However, the mini-unit begins by 

introducing students to the concept that essay 

introductions serve a rhetorical function: they are an 

important tool for the writer to communicate her or 

his ideas to the reader. The teacher can give a short 

lecture on the concept of FSs, which may be referred 

to as "sentence formats" or "templates" to students. 

Students should learn that sequences commonly 

used in introductory sections are markers of 

experienced writers, and they point to specific 

rhetorical moves that experienced writers make in 

their writing (Cortes, 2013). Students should know 

that by becoming familiar with common formulaic 

sequences, they will improve their writing and 

reading ability. At this point in the lesson, students 

should be given a reference list of common 

sequences and their corresponding function used in 

introductions, along with examples and possibly 

translations into corresponding phrases in the 

students' native language. This list could be used for 

further practice, such as gap-fill exercises. 

There are several factors to consider when 

creating the list of target FSs for this mini-unit. As 

conventions of introductory sections vary from field 

to field and genre to genre, teachers need to decide 

what rhetorical functions are most appropriate for 

their class. For example, writing an effective 

introduction in a scientific research article may 

require a different rhetorical move set than in a 

literary critique. Teachers must also consider the 

language proficiency level of their students, as well 

as the specificity of the subject. For example, is the 

class a general academic writing class for 

intermediate students, or a research article writing 

class for advanced medical students? The rhetorical 

move set needed for the context of the class 

determines the specific sequences that should be 

taught to students. As Shahriari (2017) suggests, 

common cross-discipline sequences should be 

taught to lower-proficiency students who are not as 

familiar with academic writing, while discipline

specific sequences are needed for advanced learners 

writing in specific fields. 

There are many resources from which teachers 

can select appropriate formulaic sequences for their 

class. The Academic Formulas List, compiled by 

Simpson-Vlach and Ellis (2010), can be easily 

accessed at the EAP Foundation's website (https:// 

www.eapfoundation.com/vocab/academic/afl/). A list 

of core sequences drawn from written and spoken 

registers and a list of only sequences from written 

registers are provided. For example, the three most 

frequent formulas in the core list are in terms of, at 
the same time, and from the point of view. Because 

these are cross-genre, general academic English 

sequences, they are appropriate for general 

academic writing classes. Another useful resource is 

the University of Manchester's Academic Phrasebank 

(https://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk/), which 

provides sentence structures organized by rhetorical 

function, rather than FSs organized by frequency. 

Especially useful for this mini-unit is the "Introducing 

Work" section, which gives sentence templates for 

functions such as establishing importance. For 

example, "X is fundamental to ... " or "X plays a 

crucial role in ... " Teachers can use resources like 

these to compile their own lists of formulaic 

sequences which are best suited for their students. 

One more resource worth mentioning is Graff 

and Birkenstein's influential writing handbook, They 

Say/I Say. The book, used widely in L 1 university 

first-year writing settings, provides a series of writing 

templates which are organized based on rhetorical 

moves used to engage in academic conversations. It 

aims to teach students how to use moves for 

argumentative writing in particular, which are "so 

common that they can be represented in temp/ates 

that you can use right away to structure and even 

generate your own writing" (Graff & Birkenstein, 

2014). The book includes chapters on representing 

the ideas of others through summarizing and 

quoting, as well as presenting the writer's own ideas 

by responding to others. Although Graff and 

Birkenstein are clearly referring to formulaic 

sequences in their use of the term "template," the 

primary goal of the book is to explain the rhetorical 

moves signified by the templates. In fact, in his 

corpus analysis of the templates provided by the 

book, Lancaster (2016) found that They Say/I Say 

does not include the most frequent wordings actually 

used by writers. Although They Say/I Say is evidently 

not as accurate a resource for frequently-used 

formulaic sequences as the previously mentioned 

lists, it remains a useful resource for accessible 

explanations of rhetorical moves in academic writing. 

These explanations could be supplemented with 

templates found in the Academic Formulas List or 

the Academic Phrasebank. 
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Class Reading: Noticing Formulaic Sequences and 
Rhetorical Moves 

The second part of this mini-unit involves 

teaching students to notice how writers actually use 

these moves in their writing. The teacher should 

select a class reading containing the targeted FSs 

based on the needs of the course. For a lower-level 

class, a short text created specifically for the lesson 

would be appropriate. For an advanced class, 

authentic texts such as published research articles 

are appropriate. In order to lay the groundwork for 

students' understanding of the reading, teachers can 

ask students to make predictions. When making 

predictions, students read only the introductory 

section of the reading. Then, they make predictions 

regarding what the rest of the essay will be about, 

underlining or highlighting what led them to those 

predictions and thinking about their own knowledge 

of the topic. This could be a short discussion in pairs 

or as a class. 

Next, the teacher should have students focus 

on the specific language used in the introduction of 

the reading. Students look for the FSs introduced in 

the short lesson, underlining or highlighting them, 

then consider their rhetorical functions. A simple way 

to prompt students to think about rhetorical moves is 

to ask, "What is this phrase/sentence doing?" This 

helps clarify to students that the FS performs a 

function in the text that can help them grasp the 

writer's meaning more clearly. After students identify 

and analyze the function of the target FSs in the 

introduction, they should read the rest of the 

reading, checking for how accurate their predictions 

were. This activity encourages students to think 

about how the introductory section, with the help of 

FSs, sets up the rest of the essay, shapes reader 

expectations, and frames how the text is read. 

Student Writing: Comparing Successful and 
Weaker Writing Samples 

Beyond examining how experienced writers 

write their introductions, it is also useful for students 

to compare successful student writing with weaker 

student writing. Students can do the same 

predicting-checking activity on sample student 

essays. Students read only the introduction of the 

successful sample, underline important sentences or 

phrases, and make predictions. Then they read the 

rest of the paper, checking if their predictions were 

correct. Students discuss if the paper follows up on 

the set up of the introduction. If it does, they should 

consider how it set up the body of the essay using 

formulaic sequences. If not, they should consider 

what the writer could have done to improve it. 

Students repeat the same procedure with the weaker 

sample-predicting from the introduction and then 

checking with the rest of the essay. At the end, 

students can discuss these questions: 

• What were the differences between the two 

papers? 

• Which paper was stronger? Which sentence 

frames (FSs) did the writer of the stronger 

sample use? 

• Which sentence frames (FSs) could the writer 

of the weaker sample have used to make their 

introduction more effective? 

This short predicting-checking activity is an 

important step in developing metacognitive 

awareness of strategies and metatextual awareness 

of genre (Wong & Storey, 2006). By evaluating 

stronger and weaker writing, students have a clearer 

idea of how to effectively use FSs in their own 

papers. 

Pre-Writing Activity: Accessing Metatextual 
Knowledge 

Before students begin writing their 

introductions-they may have a draft partially written 

already-a pre-writing activity can be an effective 

method of activating background knowledge in 

preparation. In Anderson's ACTIVE framework for 

teaching reading, activating background knowledge 

is a key step to prepare students for a challenging 

text (2009). It also applies to a challenging writing 

situation because it prepares students' metatextual 

knowledge before they write. Students are asked to 

answer these questions: 

• What will my reader need to know before 

they read the body of my essay? 

• What introductory moves will be most useful 

to me in my introduction? 

• What phrases or sentence frames (FSs) can I 

use to make those moves? 

This short writing task not only has students plan out 

their introductions, but it also asks them to access 

their knowledge about introductions in general. 
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According to Wong and Storey (2006), 

metacognitive awareness about writing increased 

when students were asked to predict and reflect, 

because it focused students' thinking before and 

solidified what they had learned prior to writing. 

Accessing m etatextu a I kn owled g e about 

introductions and formulaic sequences in this task 

helps solidify students' generalized knowledge about 

writing introductions due to the fact that it is 

accessed within the context of each student's own 

specific writing situation. Students will be more 

aware of useful rhetorical moves while they are 

writing their introductions. 

Peer Feedback Activity: Reflecting on Use of 
Formulaic Sequences and Rhetorical Moves 

After students have written their essay draft, 

including an introduction, they can use the 

predicting-checking strategies they have learned 

previously to give each other peer feedback on their 

papers, with special focus on their introductions. 

Students would follow basically the same procedure 

as before: read only the introduction of the draft, 

underline important sentences or phrases, make 

predictions, and then read the rest of the draft and 

check whether the predictions were correct or not. 

When reading the body of the draft, students should 

mark areas that were set up by the introduction, or 

otherwise areas that the introduction did not set up. 

Students can provide short written feedback at the 

end of the draft by answering these questions: 

• How effectively does the introduction set up 

the rest of the essay? 

• How well did the writer use introductory 

moves? 

• Which phrases or sentence frames did the 

writer use to make those moves? 

This peer-feedback activity provides the writer with 

several pieces of information. It gives them a short 

piece of summative feedback from which they can 

see how well their introduction was received by their 

peer. In addition, it provides a text marked up with 

areas that the reader felt were effective or lacking. 

Writers can then decide whether or not they need to 

include certain information in their introduction. 

In addition to the immediate benefit of peer 

feedback that can be used to revise their essays, 

students also continue to benefit by increasing 

metacognitive and metatextual knowledge. Wong 

and Storey (2006) found that "peer-editing students 

showed significantly greater development in the 

awareness and the actual use of effective writing 

skills than self-editing students" due to their need to 

access metacognitive knowledge during the 

feedback process (296). Peer feedback activities 

benefit students' metacognitive knowledge of 

reading and writing skills because they are a form of 

reflection on those skills (Anderson, 2009). Again, by 

applying those skills to a specific context-giving 

feedback to a peer's writing-students are able to 

further solidify their knowledge of what a good 

introduction does and which rhetorical moves/FSs 

help facilitate it. 

Conclusion 
The purpose of this mini-unit is to familiarize 

students with the notion that writers use a 

combination of rhetorical moves to create an 

effective text, and that these moves are often 

performed through highly formulaic language, or 

formulaic sequences. Through repeated exposure, 

noticing, usage, and reflection, students are 

expected to retain knowledge and effective usage of 

FSs in their writing. The mini-unit can easily be 

modified for different language or writing proficiency 

levels, different essay sections, or different subject

specific genres. For example, in an advanced 

scientific research writing class, the unit could focus 

on how researchers present data and express their 

interpretations of the data. In an intermediate level 

writing class, the focus could be on how to provide 

supporting evidence for a claim. In any case, the 

purpose of the mini-unit is not only to increase 

students' discourse and genre knowledge of 

introductions and the connected lexical knowledge, 

but also to increase students' metacognitive 

knowledge of the strategies necessary for their 

further learning. In order to become successful 

writers, students must develop a strong set of 

reading and writing strategies alongside their 

language and discourse skills. Therefore, the focus of 

writing teachers should be a cultivation of these 

strategies, as well as the awareness and knowledge 

needed to self-initiate their use. Introductions are 

but one aspect of writing students need to know, but 

the emphasis on cultivating strategies should extend 

to all areas of writing instruction. 
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