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there has been a long tradition of first year writing courses dating from the
1970s leading to a significant body of research on the topic (Wingate 2012). A
much cited example of this research comes from Bazerman (2000), based in
the US, who has focused, over many years, on socially based theories of genre
in higher education writing pedagogy. North American universities have
emphasised the differences between expectations when writing in different
subject areas. Indeed, the overall focus of the US Writing across the Disciplines
(WAC) and Writing within the Disciplines (WID) movements has been the
relationship between writing and learning in specific disciplines and the link to
study support (Russell et al 2009). The key ideas in both WAC and WID are that
integrated experiences are preferable to separate writing provision (French
2011).

This contrasts, however, with the focus of study support in the UK. According to
French (2011), this support has been separated from the academic work of
departments leading to an approach which can be critiqued for separating
thinking from writing. Lea and Street (1998) also noted that support is usually
given only for the surface features rather than the underlying principles of the
disciplines. For example, students writing in an applied or professional multi-
disciplinary context may need very different support and advice from those
writing in traditional disciplines such as History, Science or Law. In addition, in
the UK, there has been a disconnection between support for speakers of
English as a foreign language carried out in special units and study skills
support through student support services often characterised as remedial
(Wingate 2012).

Furthermore, many students consider that the world of academic writing is one
which they struggle to access. Benson et al (1994) noted that initiation is largely
by self-discovery rather than by a more direct form of teaching. Moreover, Ivanié
and Lea (2006) argued that, in the UK, there has been an ad hoc approach to
fixing problems with academic writing rather than integrating the teaching of
writing into learning more generally. They claimed that a lack of integration of
academic writing support and disciplinary teaching was the main critique of
current practices. There continues to be a debate about perceiving academic
writing as a student problem to be fixed as opposed to a new form of literacy to

be taught in context (Knudsen 2013).
13
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Academic literacies, according to Jones et al (1999), Ivani¢ (1998) and Lea
(1999). are concerned with issues of identity and power and should be seen
from a cultural and social perspective. Jones et al (1999) argued that an
academic literacies approach views universities as ‘constituted in and as sites
of discourse and power’ (Jones et al 1999: xxi). In other words, in universities,
there is a taken for granted assumption about the nature of academic literacy
which exerts a powerful effect on students. This means that the academic
literacies field of study is an oppositional one. It arose in an attempt to reform
higher education and resist entrenched views about writing practices, students
and disciplines. It attempted to move beyond deficit models of literacy
highlighting the complexity of literacies in relation to learning (Russell et al
2009).

| will now turn my attention to a more detailed discussion of some academic
literacies studies and characterise their main features. A significant number of
studies took place in the late 1990s with a focus on practice-based research
and literacy theory. A key focus in the studies was the attempt to give a voice
to students whilst emphasising their lack of power. For instance, Lillis (1999)
researched the perspective of students recruited as part of the widening
participation agenda and discussed what she calls the 'institutional practice of
mystery' (Lillis 1999: 127) This is explained as a lack of clarity about
terminology and practices leading to a situation where students cannot explore
their identity as learners. This is a persuasive view but does perhaps underplay
students’ own agency. An alternative perspective is provided by Biesta and
Tedder (2007) who argued that an individual learning in a particular context can
respond with some agency to the sort of institutional discourses described by
Lillis (1999). In Biesta and Tedder’s study, narrative research is seen as a
vehicle for learning about the possibilities of more agentic actions. The authors
focused on the notion of ‘learning to change’ which contrasts with the students’

sense of powerlessness in Lillis’s study.

Additional studies examined in detail the struggle students have with making
meaning whilst taking into account their own identity and the power of the

institution. lvani¢ (1998) conceptualised academic literacies as powerful

16



discourses arguing that writing mediates learning and that we develop our
academic identity through writing (Ivani¢ 1998). Her significant monograph was
influenced by critical linguists such as Fairclough (1989) and drew on
practitioner-based collaborative research with mature-age students. It led to
greater insights into the central nature of identity when considering student
writing and challenged higher education institutions to value the diversity of
knowledge and learning that new entrants bring. This is very important if the
identity shifts associated with entry to higher education constitute a ‘rite of
passage’ as Spurin (2012) suggested. Spurin argued that study at this level
has a huge impact on identity and self-confidence and there are crucial times in

which commitment is formed as study commences.

Lillis (2001), in a longitudinal study of non-traditional students, challenged
contemporary approaches to writing in HE. She provided in depth explorations
of the students’ literacy practices connected with academic writing and located
her study in the NLS tradition. She used the term ‘essayist literacy practice’ and
argued that there is a fundamental tension between the students’ desire to
express themselves and the regulation of the institution. This regulation relates
to social class, race and ethnicity. For example, student writers, according to
Lillis, felt that formal wording relates to social status, yet, in their attempts to use
phrasing which was not their own, they often produced meaningless text. Other
participants in Lillis’s study described how they imagine themselves as white in
order to disguise their black bilingual selves. These kinds of situations, as
described by Lillis, undermine meaning making and create ‘outsiders’ and
‘insiders’. Lillis analysed texts in detail as well as drawing on interview data in

order to problematise and challenge institutional views on student writing.

Lillis’s (2001) argument was that current approaches continue the kind of elitist
practices highlighted by Bourdieu et al (1996). She suggested that a more
dialogical approach to teaching writing was needed. Lillis argued that different
types of talk between tutors and students enabled student writers to participate
in unfamiliar practices and collaborate in meaning making and take some
control over the writing process. Certainly, Lillis formulated helpful principles for
student writing pedagogy although, as she explained, further explorations of
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how these would operate in practice still needed to be carried out. Indeed,
many of the studies in the field crystallised the difficulties students have in
making sense of unfamiliar practices and the differences in interpretation
between staff and students (Lea and Street 1998; Lea and Stierer 2000). This
was very helpful in highlighting the issues but there would seem to have been
greater emphasis on identifying problems rather than on providing suggested

solutions.

A more recent study drawing on the academic literacy field (Barton et al, 2007)
gave more focus to implications and solutions. This wide ranging research
project was not focused on higher education but was based on adult learning
and the Skills for Life strategy in the UK (DfEE 2001). Skills for Life has also
previously been referred to as ‘basic skills’. The research project centred on the
interaction between studying and students’ lives. Barton et al critiqued some of
the dominant discourses which position people as needing to learn a set of
skills. The framing for the study drew on some of the research in the academic
literacies tradition but it also had a wider frame encompassing not only
language and literacy but also numeracy and teaching and learning. The study
explored students’ life histories, their current practices and identities, their life
circumstances and events and their imagined futures. Its focus was not solely
on academic writing but on a wider definition of literacy practices. In addition, it
moved on from some of the earlier academic literacies studies in that it aimed

not only to gain a broader understanding but also:

aimed to draw out the implications of this work for pedagogy... outlining
principles for teaching which take account of and build on the resources
people bring with them from their lives (Barton et al 2007: 8).

Barton et al’s (2007) study was an example of a more recent move to draw from
research findings in the field of academic literacies and attempt to impact
curriculum design. Lillis (2003) identified this issue noting the need to progress
from a critique of the current approaches to academic literacies to designing
new pedagogies. Lea (2004) began to address this through her study focusing
on higher education and what she calls ‘a pedagogy of course design’ (p742)
which moved beyond some of the limitations of the academic literacies field.

These limitations were characterised by Lea (2004) as; a tendency to focus on
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Hall (2003), Heath’s research signalled the danger of assuming there is a
‘natural’ language learning condition in the home environment which all should

aspire to.

Heath’s work encouraged other researchers to look more closely at children’s
broader literacy practices using a socio-cultural perspective. There are many
recent studies which explore the relationships between children’s home or
vernacular literacy practices and school literacies. Hull and Schultz (2001)
writing from a US perspective have reviewed a range of research on out of
school literacies and concluded that we should view non-mainstream practices
as not deficient but just different. They note the danger of reifying what they
term ‘schooled’ notions of literacy. In general, the studies they discussed have
revealed that these ‘schooled’ definitions of literacy can be too limiting and can
ignore rich home-based practices. Further UK based studies came to similar
conclusions. For example, Burnett and Myers (2002) investigated children’s
practices using photographic evidence and unearthed a plethora of interesting
results highlighting both continuities and discontinuities between the two
contexts. In a further study (Burnett et al 2006), children collected shoe boxes
of objects which represented their rich literacy lives. These studies moved
away from a sole focus on classroom learning towards a broader exploration of
learning in families and communities. They highlighted the notion of multiple
literacies and considered what resources children bring to the classroom. In
many cases, the impetus was to suggest how these vernacular literacies can be
brought into school to enhance academic literacy learning (Purcell-Gates 2007).
However, Hull and Schultz (2001) argued that if school appropriates more
subversive forms these will lose their appeal and will eventually become

mainstream practices themselves.

This rewarding tradition of research into children’s literacy practices, as
described above, illustrates the application of a socio-cultural approach. In
addition, these studies have significance for this study despite the fact that my
focus is on Higher Education students rather than children. My own study
foregrounds students’ academic literacy practices and how these practices
relate to what can be seen as an autonomous view of literacy existing within the

academy (explained in section 3.5).
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Moje et al (2009) drawing on a number of theoretical traditions also suggested
that the concept of identity is an active one focused on the metaphor of identity
as narrative. They suggested that this metaphor is a prominent one with
theorists who have argued that identities are not only represented but are
constructed in and through stories. What is particularly significant here is the
notion of the narrative production of identity at two levels. Moje et al (2009)
argued that people narrate stories and also perform their identity concurrently.
The context and interaction with the audience are as significant as the narrative
itself. Cenrtainly, in this study participants narrated their stories whilst also

performing their identities during the interview situation.

Pahl and Rowsell (2012) also discussed the active nature of literacy and identity
from the view point of New Literacy Studies (NLS) arguing that ideas about
identity are central to research and theory in this field. They emphasised that an
important idea in the NLS is a shift from viewing identities as individually
produced to viewing identities as in practice (Pahl and Rowsell 2012). The
authors noted that not only do we express identity through language but also
‘through our dress, our artefacts, our web presence, etc. In other words, we
create our identity through our social practices’ (Pahl and Rowsell 2012: 114).
The notion of actively performing identity is a significant one. Indeed, Leander
(2002:198), amongst others, critiqued essentialist ideas of ‘identity-as-thing’.
He noted that, from a practice perspective, the focus of analysis should no
longer be the person but the activities through which the individual’s identities

are being produced.

Many studies have focused on this notion of literacy identities in practice.
Examples include research focused on digital literacy and identity (Merchant
2004; 2006; Davies 2012) studies comparing the disjuncture between schools
and everyday literacies (Moje et al 2004) and studies in classrooms (Hirst 2004,
Leander 2002). In addition, Rowsell and Pahl (2007) and Pahl (2007)
introduced the notion of sedimented identities in relation to literacy practices.
This concept is used to describe how aspects or layers of identities can be
found in texts or drawings. This notion can also be applied to artefacts or
narratives and emphasises the multi-faceted complexity of identity work.
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argued that because material space shapes literacy practices, spatial analysis
is required to understand the way human beings coordinate and are
coordinated (Gee 2001). According to Rowe (2008) literacy practices involve a
mixture of values, social situations, physical objects and spaces all of which
need to be taken into consideration from a socio-cultural viewpoint. Her work
was of particular importance in shaping this study. Her notion of the significance
of material, spatial and embodied aspects of literacy practices informed the
design of interviews and led to participants being asked to bring along objects

and visual materials. More detail is included in sections 5.4 and 5.5.

The NLS focuses on time as well as space dimensions. Tusting (2000) explored
some of the implications for viewing time as an important aspect of literacy
practices. Compton-Lilly (2008) discussed literacy research studies which have
drawn on time as a theoretical lens. However, her view is that the studies have
mainly focused on longitudinal projects or the socio-historical nature of
experiences. Compton-Lilly’s own research drew on timescales to make sense
of one student’s experience as a reader in terms of three notions of timescales:
those of history from previous generations; those of more recent family
timescales; and what Compton-Lilly called ‘ongoing’ time scales around the time
she carried out the interviews. According to Compton Lilly (2008) we draw on
past experience to account for the present and to project into the future. Her
work drew on Lemke (2001) who used timescales to explain how identity
develops longitudinally. He argued that identity formation cannot happen over
short time spans. He challenged views of time as linear and forward moving.
Instead, Lemke suggested we experience time as recursive, for example, we
embed experiences from the past into the present. In particular, past

experiences are then responsible for taken-for-granted views.

Some scholars have focused on time and space as separate aspects providing
interesting insights into the interface between literacy and time or space.
However, focusing on just one of these dimensions can mean that some of the
complex interrelationships are ignored. Other scholars have drawn on the
notion of ‘time-space’ or ‘space-time’. They have considered time and space to
be inseparable and interrelated. Each is seen as a necessary constituent of the
other. For example, Leander (2001) analysed an extended school trip drawing

on theories of what he calls ‘space-time’ production. Leander and McKim
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