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What is worth knowing?

The issue is about the different ways that researchers understand the 

notion of ‘academic literacy’ when they use this notion as the object of 

their studies.

Lessons from a video:

Video (David James: Cardiff University): How to get clear about method, methodology, epistemology 
and ontology, once and for all  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b83ZfBoQ_Kw

• In the survey study, ‘experience’ was being constructed as a categorical response

• In the ethnographic study, ‘experience’ was being constructed as a lived set of temporal 

experiences.

• The two researchers had different views on what is worth knowing about ‘experience’, leading 

to two different sets of results.

So, how you understand the object of your study influences how you 

construct concepts relating to your study, as well as the results of your 

study. 

Understandings of Academic Literacies is therefore key to how we 

research it.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b83ZfBoQ_Kw


How AcLits is understood

• A separate module/subject;

• Things that students need to be able to do 

in HE;

• 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)



• Communication Skills - a generic subject

• Autonomous view of language and literacy 

(decontextualised)

• Skills-based model of language and literacy

• Reading and writing seen as autonomous set of 

transferable skills

• Informed by Genre Studies (standardised formats 

e.g. reports, letters, memos …)

• Focus on language (grammar/structure/forms, 

correct usage of the forms and structures of language)

1.  A separate module/subject



2.  Skills students need in HE

• The LEAP (Learning in English for Academic Purposes) course

• Skills-based model of language and literacy

• SLA; EAP; ESP; CBI …

FINDING: “Although the course has built into its content and methodology a process of 

collaboration with content lecturers and the transfer of student learning across the 

curriculum through reflection, these measures remain a limited means for effecting real 

change in the teaching and curriculum beyond the LEAP course. The key to transformation 

at these levels lies in a commitment from mainstream lecturers to reinforcing academic 

literacy skills through adapting their approaches to teaching, as well as integrating 

academic literacy skills in the courses they teach.” 

Students cannot develop academic knowledge and 

skills without access to the language in which that 

knowledge is embedded, discussed, constructed, or 

evaluated.  Nor can they acquire academic language 

skills in a context devoid of content. (Crandall, 1994:256)



ICL in HE project
• contextualise AcLits within disciplines of study

• make explicit the way disciplines structure knowledge 

and produce text

• partnerships between AcLits and disciplinary lecturers

• collaborative teaching and assessment

• “Providing access to knowledge through language”

3.  An approach to teaching AcLits



4.  AcLits as a critical field of enquiry

• literacy-as-social-practice (with a shift in emphasis away from 

texts towards practices)

• Discourse: “Ways of combining words, deeds, thoughts, values, bodies, 

objects, tools and technologies, so as to enact and recognize specific 

socially situated identities and activities. (Gee, 2001)

• normative (identify and induct) and transformative (situate and 

contest)



Enriching the theoretical stockpot

• Academic literacies are discipline-specific (different from one 
discipline to another)

• Becoming academically literate involves making explicit 
for students literacy practices and disciplinary norms & 
conventions (and the meaning-making purposes that they serve)

• Disciplinary literacies are best acquired when reading and 
writing are developed within the ways that particular 
disciplines use language. 

• Disciplinary specialists are best placed to induct students 
into the literacies of their disciplines.

• Disciplinary literacies are best taught within the contexts 
of particular disciplines by ‘insiders’ who have mastered 
the Discourses of those academic communities and 
understand how knowledge is made in their disciplines (the 
rules of the game)

But how do you do this in practice?



Boundary theory & theories of 

Interdisciplinarity

• Interdisciplinarity – Klein (1996)

• Transdisciplinarity (Mode 2) – Gibbons (1998)

• Transaction spaces & ‘transgressivity’ of 
disciplinary boundaries – Nowotny et al (2001)

• Trading zones & ‘translation’ or the sharing of 
meanings and practice – Galison (1997)

• ‘Boundary Objects’ – Star & Griesemer (1989)



Theories of Knowledge 

• Epistemological access – Morrow (1994)

• Threshold Concepts – Meyer and Land (2003)

• Specialisation and Semantics – Maton (2014 & 
2016)



Concluding thoughts

• We should not limit ourselves theoretically 

• We need to draw from a rich theoretical stockpot 

• We need to find common languages of description 

to facilitate shared meaning-making around how 

we understand academic literacies work and 

research in South Africa

• We need to increase the explanatory power of 

academic literacies research in SA

• We need to reshape the dominant approaches to 

and understandings of academic literacies 

development in HE
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