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My research focuses on one of the central problems of literacy: whether literacy is best understood as a generic ability or ‘skill’ that allows a person to read and write in different domains, contexts and situations, or better understood as a set of specific practices that are always context and content dependent.  In other words, does the term ‘literacy’ refer to a generic or particular capacity?  In linguistic theory, this problem has been phrased in terms of a debate between universal and generative grammars, a debate over the fundamental process of language acquisition - on the former view, language ability is innate and universal structures underlie all languages irrespective of their ‘surface’ differences.  From the latter perspective, individual languages emerge out of different environments and have only the fact that they are languages in common.  
	This debate between ’universalists’ and ‘generativists’ (for want of a better word) is more complex than can be adequately summarised here, and perhaps like the ‘nature’ vs ‘nurture’ is irresolvable -- a ‘both/and’ rather than ‘eithor/or’, language is both ‘universal’ and ‘particular’.   My concern, in any case, is not to resolve this debate, but to explore the practical and pedagogical consequences of the different views, and in this respect the issue is more one of emphasis.  That is, as a teacher, it’s a question of whether to put one’s energies into developing students’ understanding of the ‘universal’, underlying structures of language, or into developing the particular and specific uses of a language in a particular context.    Over the history of language teaching, rhetoric and composition, and writing pedagogy we can find numerous examples of both approaches and new debates emerge such as that between the phonics and ‘whole language’ approaches to learning to read.   Insofar as the phonics approach seems to emphasise the generic or structural features of language and focuses on learning these in preference to learning particular expressions in a particular ‘context’,  it can be understood in terms of the wider ‘generic vs. particular’ question.   
 At tertiary level, where my specific interest lies, while perhaps less intense than at primary levels of education (early schooling), the same debate over whether ‘academic literacy’ is a generic attribute that can be taught and learned outside of any specific discipline, or is best taught within and as part of disciplinary content also plays out.   In general the focus on literacy as an issue has arisen through various pressures on higher education, such as changing demographics,  widening of participation in higher education and increasingly competitive employment conditions for graduates.  These pressures have led to demands from governmental and employer groups to focus on the development of ‘generic’ or transferable skills (suggesting their perception that university education in the past focused too much on the pursuit of ‘arcane’, specific knowledge). Whether this perception is mistaken or not, it has at least become clear how important it is for university educators to articulate clearly what kind of ‘literacy’ or ‘skills’ we seek to develop.  
Among those who have resisted, or been critical of the so called employability, or generic skills agenda there has nevertheless been a concern with developing strategies for managing the transition and supporting the participation of under-represented social groups; cohorts of students who may not have developed the kind of academic literacy that is necessary to access and complete tertiary studies.  Such a concern requires a clear sense of what ‘literacy’ is and again, a focus on the different consequences of highlighting the generic, or the particular in an academic literacy curriculum.    
	Insofar as the learning environment does impact on students’ conceptualisation of their task, the ‘subject matter’ they are learning and in the most obvious way, learning behaviour is influenced by ‘assessment’ and perceptions of how the particular learning task is valued (by teachers, institutions and the culture more widely) my research also focuses on the specific impact of the institutional setting and tradition in students’ conceptualisation and practice of learning to write.  More specifically, given that the ‘place’ of writing in the curriculum (centre or margin – remedial or ‘core’) can be taken as an indication of how staff and institutions construe ‘writing’,  I wonder whether this can contribute to the persistence of certain misconceptions about the learning of writing, or literacy, such as that it can be taught in isolation from content, that students are unprepared by previous education for the demands of university learning and dichotomies of form and content, skills and knowledge.   Whether by accident, pragmatism or principle, academic literacy (or composition) programs in universities In Australia have tended toward the generic. 
This can be seen in some ways as a contrast to the North American ‘rhetoric and composition’ model which has, at least to some degree, placed writing within the curriculum as credit-bearing and ‘credit’ worthy (Berlin, 1988),  Australian writing pedagogy in Universities has taken place in a variety of different learning settings, whether as support services in an Information literacy model, counselling and student advisory services, or is restricted to second-language English students.  (Chanock, 2011)
 
Research Questions:

In specific, my research seeks to provide a critical comparison of two models of ‘academic writing instruction’,   The research will seek to identify, among other factors,  the impact of ‘credit’ and ‘content’ on learning, and will critically evaluate the extent to which the different models reinforce or challenge dichotomies of ‘form and content’, or ‘skills and knowledge’ in writing instruction.

Developing the research

A historical/critical literature review looking at various ways of ‘conceptualising’ literacy and the problem of general vs. particular in academic literacy.  With this frame, the goal is to pursue two sources of empirical data: 

1. Qualitative research with teachers of academic writing - exploring how they negotiate the demands of generic and particular, and the impact that choices eg. to ‘focus’ on specific content, or to focus on general structures, forms etc. have had on teaching.

2. Qualitative research with university level learners - exploring how they ‘conceive’ of the task of writing in an academic context, their sense of the ‘generic’ requirements, how much they focus on these in responding to essay or ‘assignment’ tasks. How they see the process of acquiring an ‘academic’ form of discourse, and what challenges they have found in this process.

 At the time of writing there is still much to do to develop and clarify the specific questions that I’ll take up with these two groups – but a sense of the key ‘literature’ and theory that will help to frame this is taking shape. 


Institutional Description

I teach academic and professional writing elective units (subjects) from within a school of Media, Film and Journalism, in a faculty of Arts.  Students enrol in these ‘units’ from across the university, with the largest groups coming from Business, Science and Arts faculties.   In the Australian context this is a relatively unusual situation.  As with North America and the UK, the Australian higher education system has undergone a sustained period of expansion over the past three decades, including both the broadening of participation in university studies across socio-economic groups, and also a significant increase in the number of international students, in all aspects of higher education.  Support for students from ‘new’ or ‘nontraditional’ cohorts to develop the academic literacy required for effective participation and completion has taken a variety of forms, but for the most part has been treated as ‘adjunct’ or ‘extra’ (on the assumption that most students will have met a sufficient level of literacy on entry, but some will need support or ‘remediation’) with support provided by libraries, counselling services, academic services, student unions, or in some cases by ‘academic literacy’ specialists embedded in a faculty structure.  Nevertheless, academic literacy programs are most often provided as ‘extra’ classes, online modules or resources, rather than as a core ‘element’ in a curriculum relevant to the cohort as a whole.  
More occasionally (as in my case) language, writing or literacy oriented units are offered for credit, contributing towards students’ degree requirements.  Where this does happen such units are most likely to be electives rather than core or compulsory writing classes and may be seen as sitting, as such, on the  margins of the curriculum.  Being located institutionally within a recognised discipline (communications and media) goes some way toward addressing this perception of marginality, or at the least gives opportunities for placing literacy more clearly as a core requirement for all students.  However, there remain many challenges of curriculum development when dealing with students from across multiple disciplines and from different educational, cultural and language backgrounds.  



Key theorists and frames used in the choice of methods and research design

Each of the scholarly traditions, thinkers or ‘concepts’ outlined briefly below bears in some way on the central issue of ‘generic’ and ‘particular’ in the construct of literacy. 

Gordon Taylor: Content and Form.

An important influence in the development of my research is the Australian ‘language and learning’ scholar, Gordon Taylor.  Over the course of a number of articles and a key textbook in the 1980s and 1990s Taylor developed a philosophically informed account of ‘composition’ studies that also drew on the functional linguistics tradition of Halliday and others. 
Taylors key argument is that form and content are inextricably linked in the composition of an essay and that attending to students’ conceptual difficulties within specific disciplines and topics is at least, if not more important than focusing on their acquisition of generic, grammatical or ‘formal’ aspects of essay writing.  (See also Moore, 2011)

Social language and literacies: James Paul Gee.

As James Gee outlines in Linguistics and Literacies: Ideology in Discourses (1990), one of the key myths of the literacy crisis is that the apparent inability of the ‘masses’  to achieve the ‘higher’ kinds of literacy expected in the Academy is a sign of declining literacy overall,  when in fact the opposite ‘fact’ (that levels of literacy have steadily increased across the culture) could be just as readily, if not more easily argued.
The deeper point of Gee’s argument is that the term ‘literacy’ is complex and contestable.  What being ‘literate’ means varies from context to context, and is not simply a question of being able to ‘read’ and ‘write’ in general, but of being able to read and write specific kinds of ‘texts’ in specific contexts or ‘situations’.  Gee’s work can be aligned, broadly, with the multi-literacies movement (Cope and Kalantzis, 2000) which explores “the dramatically changing social and technological contexts of communication and learning, develops a language with which to talk about representation and communication in educational contexts, and addresses the question of what constitutes appropriate literacy pedagogy for our times.”

Threshold concepts / Situated Learning (Lave and Wenger - Meyer and Land - Vygotsky) 

Lev Vygotsky’s (1896 – 1934)  learning theory has had a significant impact over the past 50 years, challenging behaviourist accounts of learning among other things..    His work also explores the ways in which language and thought are connected, but also distinct,  and the process of the acquisition of knowledge, understanding or skill.    His attention to the ‘learner’ as the centre of the process of learning (rather than the teacher) also emphasises the learner as active ‘constructor’ of knowledge and understanding, rather than passive ‘receiver’ of information.  To construct meaningful  ‘learning’ situations is to recognise where a learner is - and what ‘thresholds’ must be crossed in order to acquire or master new knowledge or ability.  Vygotsky’s notion of the Zone of Proximal Development  ZPD (a threshold) – between the known and the unknown has been discussed further by Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (Situated learning) who argue that all learning happens within specific contexts.  

Building on Vygotzky’s notion of the ‘threshold concept’, Meyer and Land (2005) propose that knowledge that challenges learning and learners needs to be:  Troublesome  (perhaps counter-intuitive or contradicting prior learning / values   Irreversible (once learned cannot be un-learned): Integrative (identity of knowing subject changes); Bounded (specific – ‘disciplinary’); and Discursive  (associated with linguistic development)
(Meyer and Land, 2005 )

Genre analysis

Within the study and teaching of academic writing, the idea of a genre as a ‘social practice’ has emerged as a productive way of examining the processes by which formal or ‘structural’ features of particular text types (or linguistic interactions) emerge out of social situations, shared purposes, needs and so on and in turn ‘shape’ or ‘frame’ our social interactions.  Moving beyond an older literary ‘notion’ of the genre as a more or less fixed form or ‘text type’ (eg. the epic, the tragedy) and with the classification of those generic or common features, contemporary genre studies emphasise the dynamic and changeable nature of texts, but more importantly the ways in which texts (in the broadest sense of the term) are bound within contexts.   In short, genre analysis provides a way to think about the point where general and particular touch.  



Glossary

Credit -  in university contexts, the assigning of points for completion of units of study.  Programs ‘for credit’ can be distinguished from ‘adjunct’ or supplementary learning programs as the latter may have intrinsic benefits for students, but are not ‘required’ or done for the sake of gaining points toward the completion of a degree.

Genre - a text type or set of text types with shared features or purposes eg. the essay, or academic texts

‘Skills’ agenda - (also ‘employability’ agenda) In Australia and the UK, successive governments, employer agencies and advocates and university administrators have suggested, or mandated that universities identify sets of ‘generic’ skills that their graduates will have acquired as a result of completing courses and degrees.   

Tertiary - in Australian education system, generally synonym for university, or higher education

Unit - semester long subject for credit

Widening participation -  The process of extending access to higher education to a wider portion of the population, including students who are the first in their family to attend university, students from lower socio-economic groups, or ‘rural’ areas, or in general, students from groups typically underrepresented in university study. 
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