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Abstract

The genre of the essay has received considerable scholarly attention as the most ubiquitous form of university students’ assessment in English-speaking countries. However, the way in which the huge potential of the Internet can affect student writing has been neglected to some extent, apart from the recent concern with the development of Artificial Intelligence and its potential to enhance or even author students’ assignments. This exploratory study examines the use of web-mediated sources in the essays submitted by postgraduate students enrolled on an English-taught master’s degree at the University of Napoli Federico II. The findings suggest that online resources occupy a highly visible position in students’ writing and may contribute to the evolution of the genre of the essay. 


1. An overview of the genre of the essay 

The essay is the most common form of student assessment, especially in English-speaking countries, for several reasons, which can be synthesised as follows: 
a) versatility: it can be used in all areas of study, not just within the humanities and the social sciences;
b) complexity: it demands higher-order thinking skills in the development of ideas, text organisation and use of sources;
c) criticality: it gives evidence of a personal viewpoint on the topics studied. 
Because of its flexibility and popularity as a form of assessment (Paltridge 2004), the essay has received considerable scholarly attention, in the form of manuals addressing common student problems, and case studies analysing genre features and pedagogical applications (Krause 2001; Bruce 2010; Wingate 2012; Dahl et al. 2023 among many others). However, the way in which the Internet is being used by students as an open-access library of references of all kinds and varying reliability has been largely neglected. Manuals indicate the Internet as one of the possible bibliographic tools students can refer to, cautioning them against the use of unreliable sources (Hamp-Lyons, Heasley 2006; Warburton 2007; Taylor 2009; Redman, Maples 2017; Hopkins, Reid 2018; Greetham 2022), but the deeper influence of the Internet on students’ essays has been largely overlooked. The present study aims to fill this gap in the literature, and investigate the way students take advantage of online navigation to support their arguments, provide examples and enhance their writing (see Mott-Smith et al. 2017; Wette 2018). 
	After providing an overview of the genre of the essay in higher education, I examine some of the current educational issues related to the use of resources available on the web as well as the growing emergence of Artificial Intelligence in the classroom. These general considerations are then related to the essays submitted by the postgraduate students at the University of Napoli Federico II from January 2023 to January 2024. I argue that the close analysis of their online references can be used to develop greater insights into the role played by Internet resources in student writing and, possibly, in the evolution of the genre of the essay.

1.1	 The essay in higher education

One of the essay’s distinguishing features is argumentation, which shows the students’ ability to use their background reading to develop their views on a given topic and provide supporting evidence for their thesis statement (Wingate 2012; Mills 2024). In Warburton’s definition, an essay is “a clear and well-argued case in writing, based on appropriate research” (Warburton 2007: 7), which demonstrates the students’ knowledge of the topics tackled but also, and more importantly, their ability to analyse different perspectives, relate them to the state of the art and express an original view clearly and effectively. 
The argumentation in essays can have a multimodal and transdisciplinary character, in line with the current academic landscape and the intense dialogue between fields of study and schools of thought, each with their favourite frameworks and methodologies. Any writing is in inherently multimodal as it entails several modes, semiotic features, and literacies. As suggested by Julia Molinari, echoing Canagarajah (2013), “by de-privileging the high status that language – including the English language – enjoys in academic writing practices, we can move towards an ecology of multimodal texts” (Molinari 2022: 135), which remix and blend image, word, video in unpredictable and collaborative ways (National Writing Project 2010). Besides disrupting the prominence of verbal language in academia, this shift to multimodal academic discourse can encourage greater creativity, experimentation with new modes and affordances, and an opportunity for users of English as an additional language to feel advantaged in the elaboration of a multimodal text that can better convey their ideas. 
Students’ essays respond to different prompts, use different frameworks and try to comply with tutors’ desiderata, all of which result in widely different student output. There is no such thing as “the one-size-fits-all academic essay” (Paltridge 2004: 87), just as there is no single recipe for essays since text conventions and even evaluation criteria change across disciplinary fields. Many scholars have pointed to the way discipline-based epistemologies, i.e. different approaches to learning dependent on fields of study, are embedded in academic discourse and reflected in the conventions essay writers must conform to (Nesi, Gardner 2012; Wingate 2018 among others). Despite its well-known format, consolidated over the years and illustrated by a vast number of manuals and writing guidelines available on university websites, the essay is not at all a monolithic genre; its structure, text organisation and style can vary depending on factors such as multimodal affordances, cultural assumptions, fields of study, writers’ ideologies, and assessment criteria. 
In the face of academic impositions affecting the students’ sense of purpose at university, the academic literacies framework encourages a liberating and self-fulfilling approach to the students’ educational pathway that is meant to reinforce the students’ unique identities and personalities in academic assignments (Lea, Street 1998; Archer 2008; Paxton, Frith 2015). Unlike normative approaches to academic writing emphasizing technical aspects such as text organisation, lexico-grammatical correctness, and adherence to genre conventions, the academic literacies approach views writing as more than a set of skills, rather as an integral part of life-long learning providing an opportunity for students to navigate assignments in ways that reflect their individual personalities. Importantly, it also avoids making assumptions about which writing practices are inherently appropriate in higher education and attempts to give voice to students, taking into account their unique ways of reconciling academic standards and personal identities.
The present paper intends to explore the status of essay writing in light of the academic literacies framework and the technological revolution that has taken place in the last few decades, with a particular focus on the way in which students employ web-mediated content and resources. My leading research questions are the following: 
a) to what extent students’ essays draw on online resources and materials;
b) what purposes are served by online resources and materials: e.g., supporting argumentation, analysing contemporary issues, conveying emotions, or enhancing style;
c) whether the use of Internet-based texts and resources encourages compliance with or deviation from essay conventions. 


2. 	Essay writing and the technological turn 

The digital revolution has brought about a variety of tools and platforms that have radically changed how students work, research, collaborate, and do their assignments. In particular, the World Wide Web represents an excellent medium for information retrieval, which has democratised the knowledge-making process, by breaking down the barriers that once limited the scope of academic inquiry to physical libraries and printed books. The Internet has been likened to a “huge library”, hosting up-to-the-minute specialised and general information according to “a mix of standards and near anarchy” (Slaouti 2002: 107), depending on the self-published or rigorously refereed nature of its web pages and materials. Because of its highly networked structure, ease of use and accessibility, the World Wide Web  can be regarded as “the panacea to the seeker of further knowledge” (Slaouti 2002: 106), enabling its users to pool information from different websites regardless of the time and space constraints usually experienced in an offline bibliographic quest. 
Online resources, ranging from dictionaries to thesauri and collocation tools, offer an extensive variety of examples that showcase how words are used in different contexts and are commonly paired with other words. Dictionaries of collocations such as the Online Collocation Dictionary, Skell and JustTheWord are ideal companions for anyone wishing to enhance their academic and professional writing through impactful turns of phrase; they can prove particularly helpful for users of English as an additional language, as they suggest natural-sounding word combinations and also give more varied lexical choices.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  These resources are freely available at <https://www.freecollocation.com/>, <https://www.sketchengine.eu/skell/> and <http://www.just-the-word.com/> respectively. I am grateful to Sole Alba Zollo for introducing me to the use of Skell.] 

Insights into the patterned quality of language are also provided by general and specialised corpora, which can be investigated through personalised queries reflecting users’ interests and objectives. For example, it is possible to check the use of language items such as personal pronouns, modals, linkers, hedges, boosters across monolingual or parallel corpora and use these insights to imitate the style and discourse features associated with various genres (e.g., introductions and conclusions in research articles; rhetorical moves in acknowledgments; etc.). 
Obtaining lexico-grammatical information from a corpus is much more laborious than accessing an online dictionary or one of the tools mentioned above; however, it also proves more rewarding as it helps develop users’ practical skills through a step-by-step approach to the analysis of corpora tailored on their research interests. Students can take advantage of specialised corpora to explore the most recurrent language patterns in published research and make their own writing more compliant with the features of academic research they have noted through their recommended reading (see Gilmore 2009). For instance, the frequency of the lexical bundle ‘the findings suggest’, conveying one of the conclusive steps in any research project, needs to be checked across a multidisciplinary corpus considering that each discipline imposes its epistemological constraints and encodes rhetorical moves in a different way: the humanities seem to favour a more engaging way of articulating study conclusions that foreground the researcher’s personality, while the hard sciences tend to prefer an impersonal display of findings, in line with the ideology of scientific discourse as a precise presentation of facts (see Liu, Xiao 2022). 
Students’ use of corpora and other open-access resources to enhance their writing is an exercise in criticality as they need to select the most appropriate word combination out of a large number of possibilities. Because of their supportive but not substitutive role in the classroom, these tools can truly be considered empowering as they raise the learners’ language consciousness (Carter et al. 2011: 91), and also upgrade their writing making it more conversant with disciplinary genre conventions. On a more cautious note, however, the functionality of these tools is neither intuitive nor transparent and demands comprehensive training on the part of whoever wants to use them to improve their writing or help others improve it. In particular, mastering the intricacies of corpus analysis represents a significant challenge and a substantial demand on the students’ time and effort, which the intensive schedule of university courses often fails to accommodate.

2.2 	Artificial Intelligence (AI): threat or treat?

The recent developments in Artificial-Intelligence-powered tools and their application in all areas of human life, including education, have urged teachers to re-consider their systems of assessment, traditionally based on essays or other kinds of writing, which can be easily fooled by chatbots such as ChatGPT and similar others. The ability of generative AI to enhance writing output (Lin 2024) and deliver convincing and well-documented responses to essay questions has raised a lot of concern over its potential to simplify students’ end-of-term assessments (Fyfe 2022 and Marche 2022 among others). However, AI is not just in the service of the student but also of the teacher; it generously offers insights and ideas to teachers and helps them out with a number of managerial and educational tasks among which preparing lesson plans, creating activities, correcting assignments, summarizing information and exploring alternative solutions to common problems (Crompton, Burke 2023). The time-saving effectiveness of their intelligent output has prompted many teachers and researchers to explore their potential in the classroom with a view to helping students develop their abilities rather than simply achieve high marks. Because of the amount and breadth of knowledge fed into these AI-powered tools, their capability to answer complex queries is enormous and so is the attraction they exercise over students and teachers alike. Thus, rather than discarding the essay as a versatile evaluation tool that can be faked by AI-wise students, many scholars and practitioners have argued how much more rewarding it is to integrate these new AI-assisted tools in classroom pedagogy (Mills 2022, 2023; Vee et al. 2023) and stimulate students to develop their academic skills by learning how to leverage generative AI ethically and strategically (Cao, Dede 2023). 


3. 	A case study: Essay writing in a multicultural environment

The English language course at the University of Napoli Federico II addresses Italian and international students enrolled on the English-taught Master in International Relations, a specialised pathway offering in-depth analysis of political systems, geopolitical scenarios, and the international organisations that play a role in the promotion of human rights and sustainable development. This course has a twofold aim: (a) to develop the students’ awareness of academic discourse conventions and their ability to use them in oral and written assignments; (b) to refine the students’ understanding of concepts/frameworks related to culture and encourage them to adopt an open-minded attitude in their day-to-day cross-cultural encounters. Additionally, the English language course provides students with the language and discourse analyst tools needed to explore and interpret current texts on sociocultural and educational issues. 
This study is based on two cohorts totaling 71 students who attended academic English classes and submitted essays ranging from 1,000 to 2,500 words approximately as part of their examinations from January 2023 to January 2024. Their essays were analysed according to a genre analysis approach (Bruce 2010), placing particular attention on references and citation practices (Pecorari, Petrić 2014). Because of the limited number of essays (n. 71), the analysis was conducted manually; the essays were numbered according to the chronological order in which they were submitted; their essential information was stored in an Excel file including: students’ names, nationalities, titles of the essays, submission dates; essay length; and the number of references divided into books, research articles and web-mediated sources. 
Students chose the topics of their essays within three areas – language, culture and education – investigated over the lessons through group work activities, reading tasks, discussions and individual presentations. Because essay writing is not necessarily a common form of assessment outside of the circle of Anglophone countries and there may be different assumptions and expectations about this form of assessment, specific readings done in class were meant to clarify its characteristic features and the required standards according to examiners, an aspect that never fails to raise the students’ interest. The crucial question “What makes a good essay?” was answered in an edited book by lecturer Rebecca Stott, who emphasises argumentation as the key ingredient for a good essay, i.e. the ability to transform knowledge into a personal, interesting vision: “Knowledge-telling is the regurgitation of knowledge in an essay. But knowledge transformation is what’s crucial: the ability to manipulate that basic, raw material in order to make a convincing argument” (Stott 2001: 37). The students were then invited to share their own views on essay writing on the basis of the following prompts: 

· Have you ever written an essay? 
· If so, what were the topics/questions? 
· Did you write essays in English or another language? 
· Do you think the criteria for marking essays are the same regardless of country, language, discipline, or university? why/why not? 
· What is the most difficult aspect of writing an essay for you? 
· For me writing an essay is ______. (complete this sentence)

The variety of answers provided by the students shows how subjective writing experiences are and not necessarily related to students’ nationalities and cultural backgrounds. For example, the Italian students expressed different views on the essay, which came across as an argumentative, informative, personal, or impersonal genre depending on the students’ academic training and experiences. Writing an essay was equated with:

a) trying to give a different spin on a certain topic (Andrea);
b) the best way to inform someone about something (Laura);
c) an opportunity to add something to the body of research on a topic (Paola);
d) expressing one’s viewpoint while being as impartial as possible (Marcella);
e) elaborating a line of thought and demonstrating it through the support of materials (Edo).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  	The names of the students were changed for privacy reasons.] 


The difficulties in essay writing pointed out by the students included mechanical aspects such as presentation and layout, as well as the more demanding features related to structuring, writing, editing, paying attention to style, finding and selecting reliable sources.  
Sourcing good references was considered one of the major difficulties in students’ writing, which manifests itself in different ways such as the lack of bibliographical references, overuse of popular websites, and deliberate or unintentional plagiarism. The enormous popularity and accessibility of Internet websites and the remarkable ease of users’ navigation amidst all kinds of high-quality or second-rate materials has possibly exacerbated this problem, as expressed by one of the students: “For me the most difficult aspect is to find good sources because nowadays the web is full of lies” (Laura). 
	To help students overcome their difficulties and enable them to write better essays (especially since written assignments are compulsory requirements across the whole curriculum and not only in academic English classes), activities based on excerpts of research articles were carried out in class to sensitise students to (a) text organisation, starts and conclusions; (b) academic style; (c) the author’s personal or impersonal stance; (d) paraphrasing and referencing. By showing a wide range of academic styles – from traditional to unconventional –, these activities were intended to develop students’ critical awareness and help them find their own voice. Additionally, an introduction to quantitative linguistic analysis was provided with a focus on the use of recurrent words and phrasemes and demonstrations of free resources such as online dictionaries of collocations. Students were encouraged to use them to replace ordinary high-frequency words in the exercises, and enhance the range of vocabulary in their own writing. 

3.1 	The essay writers

The students who submitted their essays within the academic English course have different nationalities, languages and cultures (see Figure 1). Even as nationals from the same country (e.g. Italy, India and Turkey, the most largely represented nations), they are likely to speak different varieties of the same language or different languages altogether. As for the cultural makeup of each student, this proves to be varied and multifaceted, influenced by large-scale policies and trends as much as by one’s personal and unique life story, each student’s “culturespeak” giving evidence of the powerful interconnections within the global village (Hannerz 1999). 
Adjusting to a different educational system and different ways of life can be very demanding for international students, who are often puzzled by the endless complications of Italian bureaucracy, not to mention the variety of daily routines and communicative practices they are exposed to in their intercultural environment. Likewise, Italian students also need to adapt to the requirements of a postgraduate degree programme entirely delivered in English and to the meaningful classroom interaction with their international classmates. Some degree of defamiliarisation is undergone by both groups who need to find their bearings in their new academic community and, even more importantly, make sense of English-mediated courses, lectures, tutorials, presentations, assignments and evaluation (see Giudici et al. 2021; Mittelmeier et al. 2023). 



Figure 1 – The essay writers grouped by their nationalities.

3.2 	The essays

The guidelines for writing good essays I give in class are simple: 

1) choose a topic you like within one of the three areas covered in this course (language, culture, education); 
2) develop an argument about a divisive issue or a topic you feel strongly about; 
3) summarise your takeaway message for yourself and check whether it is consistent throughout the essay; 
4) include all the sources you consulted and prepare an orderly reference list in line with citation conventions in published works.

I also encourage students to take advantage of online dictionaries and do the proofreading some days after completing their essays for a more vigilant review able to spot inaccuracies and inconsistencies. My recommendations and the activities done in class are not always sufficient to keep students from failing the main essay requirement, i.e., building an argument. Despite the hard work done in class on samples of good academic writing, many students turn the essay into a report that provides interesting information but does not convey a strong argument. The students who chose to write about their cultural backgrounds and country traditions often adopted a descriptive style, more appropriate for a tourist guide than for an academic assignment. By contrast, when they focused on trends and social issues (e.g., gender rights, educational standards, multilingualism, intercultural communication, etc.), they used an argumentative style more in line with the complex and problematic aspects of the chosen topics.  
The informative or argumentative slant can be easily inferred from the titles of the essays: short, descriptive titles such as “Tradition”, “Persian culture”, “Education in India” usually correlate with informative essays; while longer, open-ended or opinionated titles correlate with argumentative essays:

1) Is it counterproductive to have a strict education system?
2) The amusing aspects of Gambian culture.
3) Understanding the universal value of Bharatiya (Indian) civilisation & culture.

Several text features in the essay titles above convey the argumentative nature of students’ writing: the closed-ended questions in example 1, positing a tension between contrasting educational systems; the evaluative adjective “amusing” (example 2) whose sarcastic undertone is revealed, once the aspect of Gambian culture discussed in the essay turns out to be female genital mutilation; likewise, the adjective “universal” (example 3) associated with one among many cultures, the Indian, encapsulates the argument put forward in the essay, i.e. that Indian culture has shaped other cultures, something that may elude or disagree with one’s “understanding” from a Western perspective. 
	The students’ decision-making is not the only factor that accounts for the great variety of essays; other aspects such as the writers’ stance, the prominent function (informative or argumentative), the style, length, text organisation, use of headings, and visuals come into play and contribute to the rich tapestry of essays and their thought-provoking insights. The number and kind of references is a further significant trait that distinguishes the essays submitted: besides the well-documented ones including an orderly list of scholarly works (monographs, research articles and online sources), others – more naïve and devoid of references – prove that the standards of achievement are variable too.
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Figure 2 – The total number of the essays’ references according to their main types         (books, research articles and Internet sources).

3.3 The references

The students’ ability to select the most relevant sources shows through the list of references at the end of their essays: the more specific they are, the more chances the essay is well-documented. A distinction thoroughly explored in class and worth emphasising for university students who spend much of their time online and are used to retrieving information through search engines is the difference between scholarly literature and web sources whose varying standards of reliability are largely dependent on the website domains and the addressers’ commitment to their online writing. It seemed also necessary to alert students to the online status of much scholarly literature, especially considering that research articles and monographs can be downloaded directly from online journals and digital libraries. However, precisely the ambiguous status of Internet resources can stimulate students’ criticality and help them develop their bibliographic search skills (Stapleton 2003). For example, students’ covert use of generative AI, which has raised concerns about research integrity, has also suggested the widespread adoption of guidelines clarifying the subtle borderline between ‘stealing’ and ‘sourcing’ (e.g. Taylor & Francis 2023; European Commission 2024), and legitimating the ethical use of AI chatbots as writing mentors (Lin 2024).
The students’ referencing skills were developed in two directions: (a) finding the most relevant sources for their research topic and (b) listing them in an orderly fashion and with all the information necessary to retrieve them. These two subskills are by no means common even at postgraduate level, and often students must be sensitised to the importance of a good bibliography, well-sourced and also neatly laid out. In a few cases, although the background reading that had taken place was obvious, no sources were mentioned, which could be interpreted in several ways: as a form of students’ naivety that ignores the thick intertextuality characterising the best academic endeavours, as a form of deliberate or inadvertent plagiarism, or as an act of reappropriation of academic writing and the student’s emotionality. It is not uncommon to find a mixture of all these reasons behind the lack of references in students’ essays (see Angelil-Carter 2000 for a thought-provoking reinterpretation of plagiarism in students’ writing).
The analysis of the main types of references included in the essays (monographs, research articles and websites) shows that online sources were the most numerous (see Figure 2), even though the sum of books and research articles slightly outweighs the online sources (219 vs. 171). As regards the distribution of references across the essays, it seems noteworthy that most students utilised both academic and online resources, while only a few students either omitted references or exclusively relied on scholarly or online sources (Table 1).

	
The number of students’ essays with

	no references
	only scholarly references
	only 
online references
	  scholarly 
and online 
references

	
11
	
8
	
15
	
37



 







Table 1. The students’ essays grouped according to their references. 
   
On the basis of their content and domains, the online references were divided into the following categories (see Figure 3):
a) information: general-interest topics explored in individually-owned blogs and commercial websites, including publishing houses;
b) education: aspects of learning and teaching in state-funded institutions and private centres;
c) news: reports and commentaries, trends and current affairs on a local and global scale; 
d) governments: related to the socioeconomic policies of a given country; 
e) organisations: dealing with trends and issues within national or international organisations; 
f) resources: tools such as dictionaries, software applications, AI-powered platforms;
g) videos: YouTube videos featuring informal talks or news programmes.
Online sources provide valuable insights and updated information into general-interest or specialised topics and current phenomena and trends. They prove to be indispensable especially if the topics investigated in the essays relate to contemporary society. In particular, the videos, thanks to their multimodal encoding and their dialogic dimension, managed to open the academic space of the essay and problematise the issues raised by also showing their emotional implications and people’s reactions (e.g., Trump’s policies or gender abuse). 
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Figure 3 – Distribution of the essays’ online references according to their content  
                  and website domains.  

3.4 A comparison of two essays

In order to check whether the kind of references used can have an effect on the argumentation and style of essays, I decided to compare two essays of approximately 2,500 words each, one relying on a wealth of academic and online resources and the other exclusively based on online resources. They both dealt with the same topic, gender rights, from different perspectives, as can be inferred from the titles:

1) The use of linguistic reappropriation to subvert societal power dynamics
2) Global gender gap: an increasingly pressing and endemic challenge
It is noteworthy that the issue at stake, i.e. male dominance over women, is called in two different ways: societal power dynamics in the first essay and the global gender gap in the second, which reflect the different kinds of sources used. The first phrase “societal power dynamics” draws on the critical discourse analysis framework and its focus on forms of discursive resistance (e.g., “linguistic reappropriation”) against the oppression exercised by the more powerful members of society; the second, “gender gap”,  is a phrase common in the media and also echoed in organisations such as the United Nations and the European Union. 
In the first essay gender discrimination and inequality are presented as a problem that can and must be combated through language and a specific tactic, “linguistic reappropriation”, which consists in the act of reclaiming derogatory terms to cancel their damaging power and give them a new meaning and dignity. Rather than focusing on the sociocultural roots of the problem, the essay foregrounds the linguistic combat strategy, and gives two examples drawing on the protests and demonstrations in 2011 and 2016, caused by the state authorities’ outrageous verbal behaviour towards women. In one case, after a Canadian police officer had invited women to avoid getting dressed like “sluts” to lower the risk of being raped, the SlutWalks movement started in Toronto and spread in several countries trying to subvert the victim-blaming culture. In the second case, after a gang rape in Pamplona, the term manada (wolfpack), typically connoting the brutality of rapists, was used to refer to a sorority of women determined to have their own way and overturn the macho culture. In sum, two words, slut and wolfpack, typically associated with offensive male chauvinistic attitudes, were reclaimed and reappropriated by feminists and came to signify the power, resilience and solidarity uniting women and overcoming men’s violence. The conclusion reached in the essay echoes the research articles included in the bibliography: sexist words can be emptied of their offensive connotations to acquire positive, liberating meanings thanks to the semantic repositioning operated by feminist protesters. 
The second essay, which is entirely based on online sources consisting of news stories and institutional reports on the gender gap, presents a factual approach to this problem revolving around the statistics available on the World Economic Forum website. In particular, the highly detailed information provided by the Global Gender Index is used to illustrate the economic participation and opportunity, education, health, and political empowerment of women across countries and to stimulate a debate on the slow but steady progress made by women leaders. After this well-documented outline of the varying degrees of gender parity across the world, the interview with UN Women Goodwill Ambassador Emma Watson is showcased to present gender discrimination also from a man’s viewpoint. The conclusion conveys the student’s personal scepticism that the gender gap can ever be bridged as long as discrimination against women continues to occur in subtle and overt forms: 

Is it really necessary to listen to yet another story of a girl who suffers gender-based violence, or of a woman who fails her job interview because she is a mother, or of a little girl who dreams of being a teacher but in a school she doesn’t even have the chance to get in? Apparently, it is. (Essay 2)
 
By contrast, the first essay presents a more proactive stance and suggests that words or, more precisely, people’s verbal behaviour can play a significant role in fighting gender stereotypes:

From the analysis above, it could be stated that some positive effects can certainly derive from the strategy of linguistic (re)appropriation. The employment of a certain Discourse Type traditionally belonging to a dominant group can be used by members of minority groups to create bonds and solidarity, to empower individuals and communities as wholes. (Essay 1)

 The gender rights issue is framed differently in the two essays according to a critical framework and a sociodemographic approach respectively. As a consequence, one essay foregrounds a solution to the problem, linguistic reappropriation, while the other one presents bare facts and offers a report of the state of affairs on gender issues.


4. Discussion and follow up 

Based on the essays submitted by the postgraduate students at the University of Napoli Federico II and the close analysis of two of them, the following observations can be made:
a) Internet-based sources integrate and outnumber scholarly sources;
b) very few of them are resources such as dictionaries or language apps in contrast to the explicit focus placed on them during the course;
c) the use of AI chatbots is absent or not declared;
d) the majority of online resources has an informative function and refers to contemporary events and issues;
e) the essays only drawing on Internet-based sources seem to privilege a descriptive rather than expository style, akin to a journalistic report.
[bookmark: _Hlk171965941]Assessing the quality and trustworthiness of web resources may be an easier task for digital native students relentlessly surfing the web thanks to different tools – smartphones, tablets and computers. They can select the most relevant and reliable online sources in their essays with a view to including updated information, giving examples, showing different perspectives, reinforcing their arguments, and enhancing their writing. However, the use of sources is a challenging and not necessarily well-covered part of university students’ training (Mott-Smith et al. 2017), which may result in a series of shortcomings, from overreliance on sources to a failure to acknowledge them, especially the foundational ones such as dictionaries and corpora tools, which may be considered irrelevant to the actual content of essays. Moreover, because Internet-based sources tend to provide information and simplify issues in line with the brevity of web pages and the fast navigation mode associated with the World Wide Web, it seems necessary to provide students with guidelines specifically tailored on webliography skills (Stapleton 2003).
In conclusion, on the basis of the quantitative and qualitative data emerging from this study, a strong reliance on Internet sources in students’ essays seems to correlate with an informative rather than argumentative focus. At the same time, one of the principles of good academic writing, namely expert use of references showing appropriate knowledge of the state of the art in whatever topic is tackled, seems to be ignored or discarded in favour of the timeliness and informativity of Internet sources. 
As outlined at the start of this article, writing an essay is a complex endeavour that calls into play intrinsic and extrinsic factors: the former include the essay writer’s motivation, interests, skills, assumptions, educational training, languages and cultural backgrounds; the latter relate to the educational context, and the essay requirements. Given the number of variables that can affect the final output, it is difficult to isolate one single variable and argue that it is the one that determines a significant shift from an established tradition of complexity and argumentation in essay writing. On the other hand, scholarly literature has highlighted the importance of sources in the elaboration of sound argumentation in students’ assignments. As outlined by Linda S. Norton before the Internet changed the landscape of bibliographic searches, “high scoring essays contain significantly more research-based information and significantly less factual descriptive information than do low-scoring essays”. (Norton 1990: 429). Sourcing the Internet can provide students with the “factual descriptive information” that is hardly valued by lecturers grading essays. The present collection of students’ essays is a rather small sample and a much larger corpus possibly involving several universities would be needed to further explore these findings and the impact of Internet sources on students’ writing. In light of the epochal changes brought about by the digital revolution and the ever-growing influence of the Internet in higher education, a follow up investigation seems a worthwhile endeavour. 
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      Abstract     The genre of the essay has received considerable scholarly attention as the most  ubiquitous form of university students ’   assessment in English - speaking countries .  H owever, the way in which the  huge potential   of the Internet can affect student writing  has been neglected to some extent, apart from the recent concern with the development  of Artificial Intelligence   and its potential  to enhance or even author  students ’   assignments . This exploratory study examines  the use of web - mediated sources in  the  essays sub mitted by  postgraduate  students  enrolled on an English - taught master ’ s degree  at the University of Napoli Federico II .  The   findings suggest that  online   resources occupy  a highly   visible position in students ’   writing   and may  contribute to the   evolution of   the  genre of the essay .        1.   An overview   of the  genre of the  essay      T he essay is the most common form of student assessment ,   especially   in English - speaking countries ,   for  several   reasons, which can be synthesis ed   as follows:    a)   v ersatility :  it can be used  in all areas of study ,   not just  within the humanities and the  social sciences ;   b)   c omplexity :  it demands higher - order thinking skills in the development of ideas , text  organi s ation   and use of sources ;   c)   c riticality :  it gives evidence of a personal  viewpoint   o n   the topics studied .     Because of its flexibility and popularity as a form of assessment (Paltridge 2004),  the essay has received considerable scholarly attention, in the form of manuals addressing  common student problems ,  and case studies analysing genre features  and  pedagogical  ap plications ( Krause 2001; Bruce 2010; Wingate 2012;  Dahl  et al.   2023   among many  others ).   However, the way in which the Internet   is being used   by students  as an  open - access   library of reference s   of all kinds  and varying reliability  has been  largely  neglected.   Manuals   indicate the Internet as one of the possible bibliographic  tool s students can refer  to, cautioning them against the use of unreliable sources (Hamp - Lyons ,   Heasley 2006;  Warburton 2007; Taylor 2009; Redman, Maples 2017;  Hopkins, Reid 2018;  Greetham  2022 ), but   the   deeper influence of   the Internet on student s ’   essay s   has been largely  overlooked . The present study  aim s to  fill this gap in  the  literature , and  investigate  the   
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