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Key issues 

• The “Skills” Discourse 

• How academic literacies defines itself; 

• How different contextual agendas drive 

academic literacies work; 

• Some conceptual frameworks we draw on; 

• Some premises informing our thinking 

about academic literacies; 

• Some findings from my own research; 

• Academic literacies and the question of 

knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 



How AcLits defines itself 

• Things that students need to be able to do 

in HE; 

• A separate module/subject; 

• An approach to teaching of academic 

literacies (Lea & Street): 
• Study skills model 

• Academic socialisation model 

• Academic literacies model 

• A critical field of enquiry (Lillis & Scott): 
• Epistemological stance (from text to practice) 

• Ideological stance (normative to transformative) 

 

 

 

 

 



How context drives AcLits work 

• Widening access to HE; 
• What kind of access? 

• Access to what? 

• Shifting the research lens 
• From fine-grained, micro-level  

• To macro-level analysis 

• Asking different kinds of research 

questions: 
• What at the macro higher education level allows 

transformative AcLits work to prevail in some 

contexts and not in others? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conceptual frameworks we draw on 

• Commonality across conceptual 

frameworks and analytical tools? 

 

• More powerful positioning of AcLits 

work in S.A: 

• Richness and variety of interpretations? 

• Theoretically coherent body of knowledge? 

 

 

 

 

 



Premises informing our thinking 

• Extent to which text is privileged above 

practice; 

• Disciplines as stable or contested; 

• Generic to discipline-specific approaches; 

• From tacit to explicit; 

• Collaborative partnerships; 

• From normative to transformative 

approaches (Lillis & Scott): 
• Identify and induct 

• Situate and contest 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



AcLits and the question of knowledge 

• What counts as evidence and reliability in the 

disciplines in which we are embedding our work?  

• What counts as a way of disputing evidence or 

reliability in these disciplines? 

• What is a Fact, and what an Opinion, and what is 

the relative significance of each in the disciplines 

in which we are embedding our work?  

• What counts as a so-called ‘right’ answer and is 

there a ‘right’ way of getting to one, sufficient 

that our students can know, and act on the 

different kinds of knowledge they are confronted 

with in higher education?       Freebody, Maton and Martin (2008) 



Lessons from ‘Semantics’ - Maton 

• Semantic density: 

• The degree to which meaning is 

condensed into a word/term (suitcase 

words) 

• Weakening SD – unpacking (the various 

meanings of a concept/symbol or reducing 

the range of possible meanings) 

• Strengthening SD – repacking (more 

meanings are condensed into a symbol or 

technical/abstract term) 



From Glossaries to ‘Semantics’  



Movements in SD: Revolution 

high density 

(abstract) 

• Historical movements of change  
 

lowering 
density  

• The notion of revolution  

lower 
density  

• Russian revolutions  
 

 

low density 

(concrete) 

• 1917 Russian revolution  



High stakes in classrooms 

High-stakes  

reading 
High-stakes  

writing 

SG+, SD– 

SG–, SD+ 

Time 

Classroom practice: 

a semantic gap? 



SG- 

SD + 

Introduction to high stakes writing 

High-stakes  

reading High-stakes  

writing 

Time 
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A semantic wave – an example 

Time 

SG+, SD– 

SG–, SD+ 

question 

‘unpacking’ 
concept 

‘unpacking’ 

‘repacking’ 

question unpacking with examples 

and grounding in context 

repacking 

into abstract 

meaning 

new 

examples 



A ‘down escalator’ profile 

“Like many, I thought, I was actually very good at the 

unpacking aspect...taking it from a highly-packed word and 

unpacking it. And in many instances, upon reflection, felt 

that, at that point, I had done my job - that students had been 

taught.” 

 

Time 

SG+, SD– 

SG–, SD+ 



Don’t dump students at the bottom 

of the wave! 
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