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Abstract
This study is positioned within existing debates about the meaning and role of
academic literacy, how it shapes and then frames the academic and professional
writing practices of business students. It explores relationships between literacy,
individual writers and the academy. It goes beyond merely locating these
relationships, pointing more to the need to understand how particular student and staff
groups within the faculty describe academic writing practices, and in turn act upon
these descriptions.
Current formulations of academic literacy reflect a heavy emphasis by academic and
professional communities on the commodity value of ‘literacy skills’. This happens
despite the fact that not much is known about the details and current culture of
literacy practices in Australian universities, and how these are inflected by different
disciplinary areas and cross-cultural factors. Given the divergent applications of
literacy that exist across the business professions, there remains a distinct lack of
consensus over the meaning of literacy in business higher education communities.
Institutional responses reflect this lack of consensus, and are expressed as inflections
around a perceived ‘crisis’ in tertiary literacy standards. Business and professional
faculties, while simultaneously embracing the economic and policy imperative
underlying mass education, are seen to remain scornful of the service obligation this
brings.

Implicit in current understandings of academic literacy are the taken for granted
connections between basic literacy, reading and writing, schooling, education and
employment.

These

connections

underwrite

the

relations

of

institutional

arrangements, everyday practices, policy construction, and the conditions for student
evaluation in the faculty. This study begins from where literacy is located ‘bodily’,
and provides in the first instance a content analysis which explicates and presents
student discussions on various ways of thinking about, framing and reframing
academic writing. The project then turns to contemporary literacy theory for an
explanation of how a community discourse of ‘academic literacy’ is conceived,
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produced and in turn reproduced.
Contemporary literacy theory has embraced three theoretical frameworks in its move
away from a traditional uni-dimensional view of literacy, namely critical social
theories, discourse and textual studies, and ethnographic research methodologies
(Smith 1988). This trinity of frameworks is used in the second instance to examine a
series of interviews with student writers. This data makes visible the means by which
institutions value certain literacy practices over others, practices which support the
naturalized world of writing required by the faculty and its professional communities.
Dominant literacy practices are identified, and interpretive procedures from the field
of Ethnomethodology are used to account for the ways in which discourses on
academic writing both reflect and produce social and community realities. Theories of
discourse are used to examine the social construction of student writing practices
within this local faculty community by identifying the attributes and assumptions that
are attached to different community members to account for aspects of writing
practice.
The key to understanding academic literacy practices is found in explication of the
social processes and practices that organise the ‘everyday’ world of the business
faculty. This project discloses how the subjective world of academic literacy is
organised, and how this form of organisation is articulated “to the social relations of
the larger social and economic process” (Smith 1988:152). In the strict context of this
study, this means being able to disclose for certain groups of student writers, how
their situations and literacy practices are organised and determined by social
processes outside the scope of their ‘everyday’ world. This process of discovery
requires the researched to actively construct ‘local’ referents as categories and
concepts which, when applied to a faculty context, can form an observable, local
practice as a dialectic “between what members do in tending the categories and
concepts of (an) institutional ideology” on academic writing (Smith 1988:161). The
interpretive practices students use to analyse literacy practices bring academic literacy
into being.
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The outcomes of the study show that the relationships between literacy, the individual
and the academy are currently explained and understood in terms of the connections
that can be made between existing professional and academic community discourses.
Here the concept of a ‘literacy crisis’ resides. It is expressed through informant talk as
a perceived fall in academic literacy standards. Informant debate on what has caused
this decline is generally expressed through two key positions. One of these holds a
rhetorical view of literacy as a somewhat natural and procedural outcome of the
higher educational process, positioning literacy within an oppositional framework of
deficit cultural and linguistic models. A second view evokes a competitive agenda of
limited and limiting academic and professional opportunities. Behind these arguments
and their rebuttals, lie assumptions about the ‘literate’ person as a member of the
faculty.
In arguing that research into the field of academic literacy has concealed a student
sub-text, this study argues that literacy has been constructed, implemented and
investigated from the perspective of the institution. It follows that academic literacy
can be better understood as a socially constructed and signifying space, one which
includes opportunities for students to create their own powerful identities as writers
and as members of professional and faculty communities. This project bridges many
aspects of student experience, with the major focus upon that which has been
excluded by the absence of students from the making of the topics and the relevance
of the discourse. For this compelling reason, this project has direct relevance to
teachers, researchers, fieldworkers and policy-makers involved in the overlapping
fields of literacy and higher education.
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Chapter One
Why Study Academic Literacy?
1.0

Introduction: Writing as an act of identification

This research project is about students’ writing in university. It focuses on the ways in
which language - academic literacy – constructs and conveys aspects of social identity
for writers, with specific reference to how business students write into existing
disciplinary fields. Included in student descriptions of ‘what-counts-as-academicwriting’ are ‘spatial’ descriptions of what the writer looks like on paper, as well as
'temporal' assumptions about the experiential, ethnic and social status of the writer.
Academic literacy thus has a ‘spatial dimension’, a set of literate behaviours that are
seen by student writers to constitute the reading and writing practices of the
discipline. Academic literacy also has a 'temporal' dimension, in that the academic
literate is identifiable by attributes of experience, background, class, ethnicity and
perhaps gender. In this way academic writing is a socio-political act of identification,
and it is through the writing process that student writers construct, and are constructed
by the discursive resources upon which they draw.
Academic writing works to convey and construct a social purpose. It provides the
medium by which writers move into the environments to which they aspire, or hope to
enter. Writing is thus future-focussed: What is set down in writing also contributes to
the construction of a projected set of discourse resources for the future. While the
writer is able to shape the processes and contents of writing, this process of adaptation
has far-reaching implications for the writer in terms of how the ‘social self’ is
defined, and in terms of how the subsequent community orientations and relationships
are formed. Questions about writing are also questions about identity.
In terms of academic writing, the issue of identity formation is particularly pertinent
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for students. In a textually mediated community such as the business faculty, the
student writer is constantly engaged in bringing together a range of reading and
writing practices that have disciplinary currency, referents and codes of their own. For
student writers in the business field, successful academic writing comes down to
questions of 'who does what' within the student text. How is the writer able to
legitimately embed original and authoritative sources in the presentation of an
objective academic and textual voice? What knowledge can be attributed to the
original source, and what belongs to the student? How much impact does the reader
have on determining the meaning of a text, and what leverage does the academic
community bring to students’ conceptualisations of writing? What are the strategies
that business students use in their writing to claim that they are members of this
community, and how do these same student writers seek to position the reader into
attributing membership to them? These kinds of struggles are the topics of this thesis.
1.1.1

Academic writing as a self-struggle

Bartholomae (1985:134) contends that each time students write they must for that
occasion struggle to reinvent the university, or at the very least a significant or
recognisable ‘branch’ of it. This requires “learning to speak the languages of the
disciplines, their particular ways of knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting,
concluding and arguing” that define the particular discourse of the knowledge
community in question (Bartholomae 1985:134).
Successful (re)invention of the university involves student writers making sense of
the texts they read and in turn reproduce in the context of their learning environments.
Within the university, this ‘sense-making’ involves learning the patterns of knowing
about, and “behaving toward texts” within a disciplinary field (Haas 1994:43). The
literacy practices of reading, writing and oracy are in this view social, historical and
cultural practices. In business education, texts are produced and read by people who
are situated in terms of specific and distinctive beliefs, values, culture and history
(Haas 1994; Gee 1990; Fairclough 1989). Within this understanding of literacy
practices, making sense of a text requires the adoption of a particular reading position.
The writing or speaking of ‘sensible texts’ means adopting a particular writing or
2
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speaking position (Freebody, Luke & Gilbert 1991; Fairclough 1989; Kress 1985).
Academic writing becomes a process of self-representation, in which those who write
and speak play a part in reproducing, adapting or challenging dominant and popular
practices and discourses, and the established values, beliefs and positions these
embody.
The concept of struggle is relevant to the negotiation of a discoursal self, the self that
is in part a product of disciplinary discourse and that is integral to the writing process
(Ivanic 1997). The identity produced through the act of writing is deemed to be the
product of deliberation; it is potentially permanent, and is used for a variety of social
purposes within the academic institution. Yet the social consequences of this are not
well understood. Literacy practices are neither simple nor neutral events, but are
mediated by and through discourse. Gee (1990:142) describes the notion of discourse,
as “ways of being in the world, or forms of life which integrate acts, values, beliefs,
attitudes, social identities, as well as gestures, body positions and clothes”. It is
through the process of integrating social and institutional identities that struggles
around literacy are enacted. Literacies are shaped by and reflect wider social
practices, relations and values (Lankshear & Lawler 1987). A student writer’s
struggle towards a discoursal self is captured in the discoursal choices they make as
they write, choosing from an existing range of socially available subject positions.
The discursive effect of texts within the academy is significant. Business texts that are
valued within a particular discipline are systematically organised and embedded
within institutional discourses, in turn giving “expression to the meanings and values
of [the] institution … limit[ing] and define[ing] what is possible to say and not to say”
(Kress 1985:7).
This is a stark reminder that some business discourses and practices are considered
more powerful than others, and that apprentice writers are under some obligation to
participate in these same discourses by adopting them in their writing. Institutional
interests, relations of power, values, beliefs and settings, can thus be said to enable
and constrain individual writers as they engage the act of writing. In a hierarchical
society such as the university, a fundamental source of stratification is differential
access to meaning or to ways of meaning, where some ways of meaning are
3
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privileged over others.
1.1.2

The naturalisation of discourse

Since literacy practices and social practices in general are mediated by and through
discourse, there is competition among and within social groupings for particular
modes of practice to be seen as natural ways to do things. In the naturalisation of what
Fairclough (1989:92) calls a discourse type (the conventions, like genres, which
people employ in living out a discourse), the discourse type actually appears to lose
its ideological character, and is presented as a neutral and natural part of the
institution in struggles for power and change. When naturalisation occurs, “learning a
dominant discourse type comes to be seen merely as acquiring the necessary skills or
techniques that operate within that institution” (Fairclough 1989:92).
An example of the naturalisation of a discourse of higher education is the ‘skills
competency’ notion. In the Sydney Morning Herald, (17/4/95) Michael Jackson, a
Sydney academic, argues for seven generic competencies which if met would lead to
what Jackson described as an educated person: one who has a … “self-critical
attitude and the capacity to distinguish, judge and act”. To describe ‘the educated
person’ in terms of these generic competencies is to mask the fact that there are
particular ways of distinguishing, judging and acting that are preferred by the higher
education institution, while others are dispreferred. Student writers can become
successfully educated only when they gain acceptance from the university by being in
accord with its practices, values, meanings, demands, prohibitions and permissions.
These ‘ways of being’ show how the academic persona is reified, and variously
appropriated (Prior 1992:132).
This reification of consciousness is a feature of all forms of social interaction (Prior
1992). The ‘skills competency’ as a scheme of thought and way of theorising
constructs organised forms of human interaction as objective exchangeable
commodities. In the rationalist world of higher education, learning in general, and
writing in particular, become subject to increased formalism, centralisation and
standardisation. The recent Aspects of Literacy Report (ABS 1996) conducted by the
4
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
Australian Bureau of Statistics provides a useful reference point here, in that it
embodies a notion that there are varying levels of literacy competency amongst the
nation’s adult population. In the introduction to the survey report, the authors refer to
the increasing ‘complexity’ of our society. This gives rise to the need for a ‘more
flexible’ and ‘highly educated work force’ and contributes to an increased emphasis
on the capacity of individuals to read, comprehend and apply information in their
working and everyday lives. The Survey concluded that almost half (48%) or 6.2
million Australians aged 15 -74 years of age, have ‘very poor’ or ‘poor’ prose literacy
skills. A further 35%, or 4.7 million Australians, could be expected to cope with
everyday literacy demands, but not always at a ‘high’ level of proficiency, while the
remaining 17%, or 2.3 million people, could be considered to have prose literacy
skills of a ‘higher’ order.
While the survey presents a range of information on what people at various levels of
the competency scales are ‘doing’ in terms of literacy, it also says much about the
context of their ‘being’. Second-language Australians comprise nearly half of the
‘lowest’ literacy competency group. The aged are over-represented in the lower range
of the measured competencies, with some 75% of aged people noted as having ‘poor’
or ‘very poor’ prose, document and quantitative literacies. The survey also contends
that 30% of unemployed people are found in the ‘lowest’ skill categories. It seems the
more ‘flexible’ and ‘highly skilled’ future referred to in the introduction of the
Aspects of Literacy Report (ABS 1996) will be confined to those who work, for this is
the context of the new literacy, and then and only then, within certain industries and
workplace contexts.
1.1.3

Literacy discourse inside the university

The Aspects of Literacy Report (ABS 1996) also contains a veiled critique of current
literacy practices in universities. It concludes that high levels of formal education are
not necessarily reflected in higher literacy scores, with less than half (48%) of people
with degrees or post-graduate qualifications represented in the top two levels of the
five literacy bands measured. In a purely ‘functional’ sense, this suggests that literacy
practices inside the academy are out of step with the literacy needs of the ‘flexible
5
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and highly skilled’ community articulated in the Aspects of Literacy Report (ABS
1996). With respect to both self-rating scales and processes on both the quantitative
and prose (maths and reading) scales, the report also found that people at all levels of
literacy competence tend to overrate their literacy and mathematics skills in terms of
actual as compared to measured standards of competence. This raises broader sociopolitical and policy questions: Who gets to determine criteria for literacy
competence? To what degree do the communities they describe embrace these
criteria? Which aspects of literacy are deemed to constitute formal literacy
competence?
Among university academics there is a parallel degree of disquiet regarding the
quality of students’ oral and written literacy (eg: Cope and Kalantzis 1995; Garcia
1995; Jackson 1995; Luke, A. 1995; Luke, C. 1995; Ramsden 1993). Garcia, then
Chair of the University of Sydney Academic Board, called for a basic
‘communicative competence’ as a remedy to poor levels of communication skills
exhibited by incoming university students (Sydney Morning Herald, 31st March
1995). Jackson (1995) in his response to Garcia (April 1995), advocates the seven
competencies required for a ‘self-critical’ attitude to facilitate the acquisition of
‘better’ standards of ‘communicative competence’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 17th
April 1995). Again, questions of political import arise: Who will determine the
competency criteria? To whom will this criteria apply? What quantities of literacy,
and in what proportions will aspects of literacy be taken as competence? The move to
technologise and naturalise literacy practices into decontextualised competencies does
nothing to address and make explicit for student writers the ways of being in the
world that underpins these competencies. Nor does it expose the views of knowledge
and ways of ‘being’ constructed by a competency view of literacy practices. In spite
of powerful shaping forces within and outside the academic institution, individual
writers still tend to become active in the construction of a discursive identity by
selecting the subject positions they feel compelled, willing or justified enough to
assume, occupy and place ‘on the market’.
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1.2

Social identities and positions within the university

For student writers in a Business and Commerce Faculty, this situation is further
compounded by the complexity of the disciplines and the multiple discourse types or
conventions that co-exist as exemplars of writing practice. In a multi-disciplinary
setting of this kind, it is reasonable to expect that at any one time there are a number
of competing discourse types within any writing situation. Being ‘competently
literate’ in this context, means being able to learn or acquire a repertoire of potential
discourse positions.
Literacy, as a discourse of higher education, situates the writer in the academic
community, and constitutes the writer as a member of that community. This
connection between the writer and social identity is highlighted by Gee (1990),
Fairclough (1989), and Ivanic (1997). It is the issue of importance to this thesis, as it
applies to students trying to make sense of literacy practices and the discourses
embodied in and by them. From such an interpretive stance, institutional realities can
appear as partial, inconsistent, fragmented and complex. From a socially critical
stance, not all available descriptions of the world of academic writing can carry equal
institutional value. Culturally desirable formal credentials and qualifications act as
mechanisms for creating and sustaining convention, inequalities, and difference. By
concealing the link between the qualifications gained by individuals and the cultural
capital these qualifications represent, these qualification processes work to “enable
those who benefit most from the system to convince themselves of their own intrinsic
worthiness, while preventing those who benefit least from grasping the basis of their
own essential deprivation” (Thompson 1991, cited in Bourdieu 1991:25).
In the lived relations of academic writing, the exercise of power is therefore
'transmuted into a symbolic form', where it operates through the symbolic exchange of
assessment and feedback, and where it rests on a 'foundation of shared beliefs' or
institutional culture. In this way it becomes endowed with what Bourdieu (1991:9)
termed a ‘kind of legitimacy it would not otherwise have’. In a practical sense,
adherence to a set of shared values around what-counts-as-academic-writing is
problematic. In a socially and culturally diverse setting, it can conscript those who are
7
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least likely to benefit from such an exercise of power to comply to ‘community’
standards, often against their own better interests (Bourdieu 1991; Fiske 1991). It is
not uncommon to hear student writers struggle with academic writing as a form of
practice. The ‘struggle’ for literacy is likely to take on different dimensions for
different member groups on the basis of language, culture, and educational
experiences. The need to acquire the ‘desired’ form of academic literacy dispenses
with the apparent need to actively engage in the domination of others. Competition, or
symbolic power, is central to the academic institution itself (Bourdieu 1991). When
people enter what is for them a new social context such as higher education, they are
likely to find that its discourses and practices support identities that differ from the
‘home and community’ discourses they bring with them (Gee 1990:148). The
formative role of culture is thus expressed in its capacity to infuse individuals; its role
is in fundamentally shaping and forming them. This involves shaping how writers
conceive themselves and the world, how they as writers see others, how they engage
in structures of mutual obligation, and how they make writing choices in the everyday
academic world (Heidegger 1977). When writing into an academic culture, both the
writers’ sense of themselves - Ivanic’s (1997) autobiographical self - and the position
they convey through their writing – Ivanic’s (1997) discoursal self - are relative,
multiple and shifting over time. As adult readers or writers, students have to negotiate
the multiple subject positions available to them.
The ‘I’ who speaks is always an historically specific ‘I’, however,
an ‘I’ who speaks with, at the very least, a gender, class,
racial/ethnic and generational specificity. All these aspects of social
identity are not simply given but are socially constructed in a
complex of (i) culturally learned forms of interaction, (ii) structures
of knowledge formed by the habitual forms of representation
available to and used by the individual speaker, and (iii) structures
of feeling about those structures of knowledge and interaction. The
‘I’ who speaks has, furthermore, a unique personal history, again
with consequences for structures of feeling, knowledge and
interaction and the relationships between them.
(Poynton 1990:251)
In the process of acquiring disciplinary control of reading and writing practices,
student writers struggle in various ways to find their place in the different disciplines,
marked as these are by theoretical and discursive considerations. The material objects
8
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they create, the ideas they hold, and the actions they take as writers in this setting are
the products of the social constructions of their particular situations (Poynton 1990).
These by definition are cultural artefacts and constitute the lived relations and
immediate stuff of daily life. They shape and mould generalised organisational,
institutional and community reality orientations in subtle and un-remarked ways.
Consequently, these same artefacts are available to reinforce and reproduce the
constellations of power and influence within disciplinary and institutional
communities. The reader-writer relationship is a central element in all of this: the
discoursal self adopted and constructed through the practice of writing depends upon
judgements of the reader, and the power relationship in operation. The writer’s
alignments on the discourse community as a whole will depend on uptake by the
reader. Every time students write, in some way they reaffirm or contest the patterns of
privilege among the subject positions that are sustained by the relations of power in
the specific institutional context in which they write.

1.3

Emerging views on literacy

In a self-proclaimed classless society higher-education systems reflect an investment
in egalitarianism; inequality is seen as exclusion from access to mainstream
knowledge and the modes of information that furnish it. Higher education is at the
heart of this achievement, and literacy at the heart of education. Collective beliefs
about literacy represent community beliefs about political economy and social
opportunity in a globalised and information-saturated age (Stuckey 1995; Street
1984).
Conceptualisations of literacy as social practice such as the Aspects of Literacy
Survey (ABS 1996) attempt to recognise the changing literacy demands placed on
individuals as they move from and between social situations. At the institutional and
organisational level, an interpretive approach that assumes multiple perspectives on
literacy can be set alongside a critical approach. This enables a situated study that
aims to reveal the exercise of power and regulation from a participant's point of view,
and to study institutions as contested 'sites' of meaning. By studying the
configurations of literacy practices as artefacts of higher education institutions, it is
9
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possible to come to an enlarged perspective on the forces that shape them, the
discourse that justifies them, the consequences that flow from them, and the tensions
and continuities that beset them. The new ‘flexible and highly skilled workplace’
described in the Aspects of Literacy Report (ABS 1996) emphasises the commodity
value of literacy. At the same time, its results suggest that not much is known about
the details and current culture of literacy practices in Australian universities beyond a
baseline measure of ‘who has got literacy’ and ‘who has not’. The literacy of the nonspecialist is constructed as much through social-organisational relations, as it is a
product of individual attributes (Freebody 1992; Donald 1991).
In the institutional context, just as within the broader social and political arena, a
system of ownership built on the ownership and control of literacy practices can
emerge and flourish. Language is the location in which actual and possible forms of
social organisation and their likely social and political consequences are determined
and contested. In such an environment “literacy legitimates itself” as an economic,
cultural and social imperative; the acquisition of literacy is the mediator of social
relations, and the mastery of literacy the arbiter (Stuckey 1995:18).
Literacy involves language, yet must be conceived as both less and more than
language (Ivanic 1997). Language is the superordinate term (written and spoken) and
literacy is the derivative (written language only) hence, on the one hand, the
conception of literacy as less. On the other hand literacy is more than language, given
the physical, social and cognitive practices and processes in which written language is
embedded. In this light literacy is reconceptualised in two distinct ways: as the ability
to use written language, and as a way (or ways) of using written language. In the first
context, the ability to use written language is an index of access to a semiotic system.
It suggests that within this system there are those who are literate, and their polar
opposite - the alliterate or the illiterate. The literate individual thus occupied a 'spatial'
dimension located somewhere between these parameters. In the second context,
literacy is used to describe how the ability to use written language shifts from location
to location, and context to context. The literate individual therefore, also has a
'temporal' as well as spatial dimension.

10
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
The framing of what it means to be literate is captured by Gee (1990) in his
explication of the term ‘discourse’. Literacy to Gee (1990:153) relates to the “mastery
or fluent control of a discourse”, where the broader term discourse relates to the
“identity kit” notion of “ways of talking, listening, acting, interacting, believing,
valuing, and using tools and objects” in order to represent a particular subject
position. These distinct yet related meanings of the word ‘literacy’ are important in
understanding the development of literacy theories, and are central to this project.
Gee’s (1990) focus on the whole process of semiosis breaks down unproductive
dichotomies between written and spoken text, and the different characterisations of
the context in which these appear. The ‘great divide’ (Ong 1982) between the
immediate context of spoken language, and the detached context of written language
applies less in the concrete context of the business faculty. The learner occupies not
only a physical space in the academy, but is also a player in the social purposes and
relationships of the faculty. Street (1995; 1984) suggests that literacy is not ‘detached’
but is ideologically dependent on the practices and values of the culture in which it is
embedded. In this context being literate involves responding to the multiple and
changing discourses that capture and frame the everyday context. Literacy in the
academy is therefore an important semiotic system, given its function as a gatekeeping device, and its arbitrary application as a regulator of opportunities for
community membership.

1.4

The significance of research into academic literacy

The focus in the field of inquiry into academic literacy has been less on research into
student literacy practices, and more on devising pedagogic modelling processes
designed to inculcate a genre-based apprenticeship into academic writing (Candlin,
Plum, Busbridge, Cayley, Gollin, Johansen, Stuart-Smith and Spinks 1996; Prosser &
Webb 1994). In this way, the field of inquiry into academic writing practices and
culture has concealed a student sub-text. The field is characterised by a leaning
towards descriptive, interpretive and explanatory analysis of academic and
disciplinary texts at the expense of parallel studies into the products of academic
writing by students (Prosser & Webb 1994; Fairclough 1992). In the field there is a
marked absence of systematic interpretive analysis of the study experiences of
11
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students coping with the challenge of writing into a specific academic discourse, and
of how the system in turn copes with them. More lacking, says Candlin et al (1996:
3), are explanatory analyses that
seek to connect the writing products and processes of the student,
with an understanding of the goals and requirements in the form of
pronouncements, manuals, and homilies of the disciplinary culture
into which such students are being recruited, and how this is in large
measure achieved through sanctioned and directed writing activity.
Such a process, as the subject of research study, has been rarely connected
sociologically to aspects of the nature of the academy, to the origins and agency of its
discourses, or indeed to the nature of contest within and between its many competing
discourse communities. To this tapestry can be added the diversity and heterogeneity
of the student body, both prior to entry and within the faculty itself. Students bring
different perceptions of the nature of academic literacy and of the demands of the
post-academic world. The post-academic world, for all business students, exercises a
market-based hegemony over student learning processes and products. Gee’s (1990)
focus on the process of semiosis provides a theoretical framework that acknowledges
the essential link between literacy and social and institutional processes.

1.5

Framing the 'spatial' and 'temporal' aspects of the study

This thesis explores the multiple relationships between textual control and
professional identity in the commerce disciplines, how this comes to invest language
with symbolic significance, and how this, in turn, is processed as institutional and
community practice.

‘What-counts-as-academic-literacy’ within this discourse

community assumes both a 'spatial' and 'temporal' aspect. What is represented by the
academy through language, in terms of goals, practices, products, roles and
disciplinary knowledge, becomes a context for understanding how student writers
describe the spatial dimension, that is the qualities, categories and attributes, of the
academic literate. Given evidence of increasing experiential, ethnic, cultural and
social diversity in the tertiary population, recruitment to existing academic discourse
positions presents a complex journey for many individuals. For this reason, student
12
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accounts of the temporal or ‘life aspects’ of academic literacy are also telling ones in
marking the transition process from apprentice writer to statusful community member.
The success of this transition, from student to discourse community member, must
also take account of perceptions of the individual’s ‘capital account’, as social and
symbolic capital are also key factors in mediating the conditions for participation and
recruitment at a community level (Bourdieu 1991). Academic literacy at the discipline
level is thus imbued with a distinctive strategic role wherein opportunities to comply,
subscribe and assimilate, or to challenge, contest and subvert, present themselves on a
daily basis.

1.6

Aims of the study

This study explores the relationships between literacy, the academy, and postacademy professional and career influences, to better understand how discrete student
groups define, describe and act upon these relationships. It is framed by the notion
that within this community of study, spatial and temporal dimensions underlie
member versions of ‘what-counts-as-academic-literacy’. The study therefore asks two
discrete questions:
1. How is academic literacy described by student writers at a community
level (spatially)?
2. How do these descriptions recognise or fail to recognise the experiential,
ethnic and social diversity of student members (temporally) within a
specific discourse community?
To interrogate these questions the study examines self-representation in student
writing. This provides a means of locating aspects of the category ‘writer’ as the
centre and legitimate object of interest in a ‘social’ view of writing. Considerable
research attention has been given to the context of academic writing, the position of
the reader, the nature of the writing task, the goals and purposes of academic writing
and to the academic writing process itself. These aspects of the field are not neglected
in the current study, being expressly dealt with in the literature review (Chapters 2
and 3). The current study focuses on the individuals who produce the writing, the
characteristics of their writing, their subject positioning and knowledge-making
13
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practices. This entails examination of:
•

the impact of competing discourses on literacy;

•

perspectives on language and literacy as skills;

•

the negotiation of multiple subjectivities: and;

•

the framing of disciplinary reading and writing practices.

Current popular discussions about the role of literacy in society and within the
academy are often based upon beliefs that graduates are deficient in functional
literacy skills, a sentiment echoed in the Aspects of Literacy Report (ABS 1996). The
relationship between literacy and productivity is articulated through various
government reports and policies, linking poor literacy and illiteracy to poor job
performance (at the local level) and poor economic performance (at the extralocal and
national levels). Therefore, this project also explores what happens to a particular
discourse community when the rhetoric of economic citizenship provides the
functional framing of literacy activities within and between community members.
Two related questions emerge:
3. How is academic literacy connected sociologically to aspects of the
academy, the origins and agency of its discourses, and the contests within
and between competing discourse communities?
4. How do student perceptions of the nature of academic literacy and of the
demands of the post-academic world influence student practice of
academic writing?
In taking such an approach, the current study documents how social interaction
mediates social construction in a range of settings by looking at how writers
creatively recombine discoursal resources in order to (re)construct a discoursal self
that they then present in their writing. In exploring the mediation of discoursal
identity, the study also centrally addresses the notion of the discourse community.
Specifically:
•

Does the discourse community under study exist by common acts of
identification between individual members?
14
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1.7

•

How do students lay claim to academic community membership?

•

How is the psychological reality of the ‘real self’ projected into an
understanding of social identity?

•

Which textual features are imbued with social meaning?

•

Which textual features are used to position their users?

Outline of the Study

The project begins with a review of current literature, and features two discrete
sections. The first, Chapter Two, deals with past and emerging traditions in the field
of academic literacy, examining literacy as social practice and presenting a
chronological overview of literacy practice within the academy. Academic literacy is
the specific focus of Chapter Three. Contemporary views on identity, literacy and
discourses are presented, and aspects of identity related to ideologies of knowledge
are discussed. The chapter closes with a discussion of the sites of crises in higher
education, detailing the nature of research into literacy ‘crises’ before examining how
current conceptions of a literacy crisis in higher education are configured. This
analysis suggests that current accounts of academic literacy both complement and
contradict each other, creating disjunctures, and reproducing differing positions for
the categories of people created by and living within them.
Chapter Four presents a conceptual framework for exploring the spatial and
temporal dimensions of the academic literate person. The current study sees
knowledge as socially constructed, assembled through interacting discourses that
allow members to adopt and maintain chosen subject positions and ways of meaning.
The study asks the question - “What is good academic writing?” and proceeds to
analyse the textual responses of 175 students. Chapter Four outlines the analytic
method by which the study captures the ‘unofficial’ or ‘indigenous’ narratives that
students use to describe academic literacy. This analytical method allows the spatial
and temporal markers of student descriptions to be documented, and makes comment
on how student perceptions of academic literacy reconcile or fail to reconcile the
experiential, ethnic and social diversity of student members. The framework argued in
15
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Chapter Four suggests cluster analysis as an appropriate tool for categorisation,
frequency and factor analysis as a tool for dimension reduction, and procedures from
the field of interpretive ethnography as a frame for interpretation (Geertz 1983; 1973).
Chapter Five presents results and findings that emerge from the methodology
presented in Chapter Four. The study is framed by a set of assumptions developed
from an analysis of the literature, namely:
•

that academic writing is an act of self-representation;

•

that the act of writing conveys messages about identity;

•

that discourse is an important action that constructs identity; and,

•

that academic writing is a particular kind of discourse.

This phase of the study therefore interrogates institutional notions of academic
literacy, and frames and explores emerging intersections wherein institutional and
personal (self) narratives conflict or conspire. The specific contribution of Chapter
Five to the overall study is its response to research question 1:
1. How do student writers at a community level describe academic
literacy?
The answer to this question is presented initially through cluster analysis, summarised
using frequency analysis, refined through factor analysis and interpreted for
discussion. In this light it is possible to explore how academic literacy is described
sociologically, and is in turn implicated through the social theoretical to the postacademic world.
The framework elaborated in Chapter Six serves as a means of framing the
methodology for the interview phase of the study. This chapter presents a
methodology that is founded on post-structuralist insights, and draws on interpretive
procedures from the field of applied ethnomethodology through which to examine the
social construction of academic literacy.
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Chapter Seven presents an analysis of interview data (25 interviews) gathered from
student respondents. Its specific purpose is to address research question 2:
2. How do student descriptions of academic literacy recognise or
fail to recognise the experiential, ethnic and social diversity of
student members (temporally) within a specific discourse
community?
This analysis examines how academic literacy is socially described in student talk,
and considers the connections made by informants between identity, academic
literacy, and the post-academy world. Talk about academic literacy provides a
valuable source of data for gathering evidence on the nature and existence of
‘unofficial’ discourses of academic literacy. It provides as well a dynamic frame for
understanding how these interpretations contest or reconcile, and how they are
explained and captured sociologically. The consequences of these interpretations and
of the relationships between identity, academic literacy and the post-academy world
are also discussed.
Chapter Eight elaborates findings from the study, and captures what-counts-asliteracy within this discourse community, how informants locate themselves, and how
personal, community and professional constructs give rise to, and create standards
and codes of practice. The specific purpose of Chapter Eight is to address research
question 3, and question 4:
3. How is academic literacy connected sociologically or through the
social theoretical to aspects of the nature of the academy, to the
origins and agency of its discourses, and to the contests within
and between competing discourse communities?
4. How do student perceptions of the nature of academic literacy
and of the demands of the post-academic world influence student
practice of academic writing?
Conclusions are drawn in terms of:
•

the impact of competing discourses on literacy;

•

the interplay of different perspectives on language and literacy as
skills;
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•

how the writer negotiates multiple subjectivities in producing text;
and,

•

how disciplinary reading and writing practices are framed.

Chapter Nine presents the findings and implications of the project as these apply to
stakeholders in the field of academic literacy. This chapter also identifies implications
for policy-makers, researchers and practitioners in the broader context of literacy
policy. The specific aspects of discussion listed below define the contribution of this
study:
•

Literacy as self-representation;

•

‘Process’ and ‘social’ views of language and literacy as skills;

•

The spatial dimensions of the academic literate;

•

The temporal dimensions of the academic literate; and,

•

The consequences of literacy as a ‘local’ and ‘extralocal’ practice.

The specific findings of the study are used to inform understandings of:
•

How the specific discourse community under study exists by common acts
of identification between individual members, and how these are
expressed through academic writing;

•

How students claim academic community membership through their
writing;

•

How the psychological reality of the ‘real self’ can confront institutional
understandings of social (citizen) identity;

•

How textual features are imbued with social meaning in this specific
community of practice; and;

•

How textual features are used by students to position themselves within
the context of the disciplinary community.
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Chapter Two
Conceptual Traditions in the Field of Academic
Literacy
2.0

INTRODUCTION – WRITING AS LITERACY

The current study is positioned within existing debates about the meaning of
academic literacy. By explicating the relationships between literacy and the faculty,
the aim of this project is to better understand of the importance of how particular
student groups, and the broader academic community, describe academic writing
practices, and, in time, act upon these descriptions.
Writing an academic essay stands as a literacy event within the context of study in
higher education. Literacy events, like speech events (Hymes 1972:56), of which they
are considered a sub-set, constitute a part of the constellation of behaviours on which
the communicative competence of a member of a discourse community is judged.
Academic writing is a learned behaviour. It is culture specific and even sub-culture
specific (Malcolm 1996; Street 1995; Ong 1982).
The framing of literacy events are therefore likely to be problematic for at least some
community members, as these involve mediation of cultural and community practices.
Participants impose different frames on the same writing event on the basis of the
assumptions they may bring to it from prior experience in different socio-cultural
contexts. Similarly, participants may also impose multiple frames on the same writing
event. The values placed on the contextualisation cues made available in the course of
a writing event to guide its interpretation will influence choices about text
construction. In the academic context, these values involve claims to affiliation with
particular traditions and disciplinary conventions. The interpretive choices writers
make constitute an act of identity formation and identity claiming.
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Writers are also involved in the process of self-attribution, subscribing to particular
traditions and sets of values by their ‘uptake’ of language conventions and displays of
language use. Writing invites the writer to forge an alliance in the sense that academic
writing brings together elements that share community and disciplinary markers or
relationships of their own. Writing is often also a forging in the pejorative sense in
that it may mask the identity of the originator. Academic writing is, as Ivanic (1997)
suggests, a moment in discourse where participants may be placed at social risk as a
result of the 'high-stakes' choices they make.
Prompted by the postmodern turn, this project acknowledges the rhetorical and
situated nature of academic literacy, in that aspects of literacy are likely to vary in
line with its context and purpose of use. This chapter therefore provides an overview
of how academic literacy has been configured as a field within the academy, tracing
the development of academic literacy through four succinct but not mutually
exclusive phases that work to define academic literacy as a ‘slippery’ institutional
concept. The literature reviewed here does not suggest a monolithic view of academic
literacy, but rather points to its contradictions and continuities as a socially organising
force within the academy (Graff 1986). Academic writing brings the world of writers,
their commitments, experiences and other worlds, into direct contact with the
institutionalised academic world. In such circumstances the writer is caught up in
conflicting social pressures, a contest that the seamless narratives of academic writing
at a local level rarely disclose.
The current high social and media profile of literacy is symptomatic of its political
and economic value to the post-academy world: it is now widely accepted that
professions and regulatory bodies will stipulate ‘benchmark’ and ‘competency’
standards for practitioners. In this way literacy is normalised and standardised. It is
seen to underlie and enable education, education to underlie and enable economic
growth, economic growth to underlie and enable new social opportunities, with social
estrangement and economic marginalisation awaiting those who fail to gain access to
the technology of writing and the opportunities it provides. In response to these forces
it is therefore inappropriate to focus academic literacy research attention on tasks,
texts and/or actors as if they existed in a social or historical vacuum. Such an account
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is only a partial account that asserts particular sets of values and norms, while
ignoring the contingent nature of knowledge and of literacy itself, and the
convergences and divergences that may arise from competing views on its purpose
and meaning.
The significance of capturing literacy’s role in the academy lies not only in
understanding its past, but also in taking the opportunity to use the past to develop
insights into current practices and perspectives. What is required to explain how
literacy is framed in the academy is an understanding of how the polyphonic
relationships between textual control and professional identity come to invest
language use with symbolic significance and ideological power, and how this process
is mediated through the practices of the academy.

2.1

DEFINING LITERACY

In Plato's Phaedrus, Socrates tells his friend Phaedrus a story of the god Theuth who
came to show King Thamus of Upper Egypt some of his inventions such as number,
calculations, draughts and dice, and writing.
Thamus inquired into the use of each of them, and as Theuth went
through them expressed approval or disapproval, according as he
judged Theuth’s claims to be well or ill founded. When it came to
writing, Theuth declared: “Here is an accomplishment, my lord the
king, which will improve both the wisdom and the memory of
Egyptians. I have discovered a sure receipt for memory and
wisdom.” “Theuth, my paragon of inventors,” replied the king, “the
discoverer of an art is not the best judge of the good or harm which
will accrue to those who practise it. So it is in this case; you, who
are the father of writing, have out of fondness for your offspring
attributed to it quite the opposite of its real function. Those who
acquire it will cease to exercise their memory and become forgetful;
they will rely on writing to bring things to their remembrance by
external signs instead of their own internal resources. What you
have discovered is a receipt for collection, not for memory. And as
for wisdom, your pupils will have the reputation for it without the
reality: they will receive a quantity of information without proper
instruction, and in consequence be thought very knowledgable when
they are for the most part quite ignorant. And because they are filled
with the conceit of wisdom instead of real wisdom they will be a
burden to society.”
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The lack of literacy has often been presented as a problem for individuals,
communities, and societies. As Socrates points out in signposting the first literacy
crisis, literacy has also been integral to political and self-struggles over many years.
The parable of King Thamus captures the prominence given to literacy in
contemporary society. It also leads us to question the context in which literacy is
embedded. LoBianco and Freebody (1997) contend that much effort has been
expended on efforts to reach a categorical and conclusive definition of literacy. The
scale of definitions relating to literacy range from “skills-based conceptions of
functional literacy through to very broad and all-encompassing definitions which
integrate social and political empowerment” (LoBianco & Freebody 1997:28). These
definitions differ on a number of key dimensions:
• whether literacy is a referent for a set of varied capabilities or a referent to a single
capability that can be quantified (scaffolded into levels of ability) in a systemic
framework;
• whether literacy capabilities are distinct from other language related activities;
and,
• the extent to which the acquisition of certain literacy capabilities is an insurance
against possible future literacy problems.
While the range of definitions of literacy is broad, so are the many notions of the
literate society these describe. Hence Wickert’s (1992) contention that agreement on
the definition and the measurement of literacy may never be reached. In an attempt to
capture the dimensions of literacy and its variant definitions, LoBianco and Freebody
(1997:29) identify five prominent views of literacy, which, taken collectively, capture
popular descriptions of literacy at a broad social level. The first of these suggests that
“literacy is a characteristic acquired by individuals in varying degrees from just above
none to an indeterminate upper level” (UNESCO 1957 cited in LoBianco & Freebody
1997:29). The second is more conclusive, and describes literacy as the acquisition of
essential knowledge and skills, which in turn supports self-development and
engagement with the community through reading, writing and numeracy events
(UNESCO EWLP 1976 cited in LoBianco & Freebody 1997:29). A third definition
purports to explicate functional literacy from functional illiteracy, with the former
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representing those who are able to apply literacy skills to bring about a “full
functioning” within their respective “workplace[s], community[ies] and home[s]”
(OECD 1992b:18 cited in LoBianco & Freebody 1997:30). This translates to a fourth
definition as to the functional nature of literacy, which is elaborated by Dawkins
(1991:5 cited in LoBianco & Freebody 1997:30) as an “intrinsically purposeful,
flexible and dynamic” integration of “speaking, listening and critical thinking with
reading and writing”. By 1996, the parameters of literacy had expanded to include
notions of “technological and computer literacy, environmental literacy, and social
competence” (OECD 1996:39 cited in Lobianco & Freebody 1997:30).
Lobianco and Freebody (1997:30) further argue that these definitions, taken together,
variously portray literacy as a “quantifiable continuum of acquisitions”, a set of
“unspecified knowledge and skills” related to self and community development, a
hierarchy of abilities, and a cluster of “language and cognitive integrations” which
move dynamically in and around and beyond notions of reading, writing and
arithmetic. The apparent circularity of these definitions marks a collective inability to
articulate a common purpose for literacy, other than its contribution to a nation’s
economic, social and political well being. Many writers (eg: Freebody 1994; Luke
1992; Street & Street 1991; Graff 1987) have argued that the failure of global literacy
programs such as the Experimental World Literacy Program (1976) can be explained
by the limited understandings of the nature and role of literacy in the lives of the
ordinary people that underpinned the program.
In Australia’s Language: The Australian Language and Literacy Policy: Companion
Volume to the Policy Paper (ALLA 1991:42), literacy is further described as the
“most fundamental education and training skill”, a functional technology that people
have to varying degrees. The skills and technology metaphor further associates
literacy with the processes of production, giving rise to conceptions of literacy and the
significance of language as producing economic, political and social categories of ‘the
nation’ and its ‘people’ (Beazley 1997). This same metaphor also enables literacy to
be constructed apart from its subjects, positioning it as a national resource, an
industry strategy and as a policy imperative. This is reflected in, and evidenced by the
1999 federal budget, with the Government committing $59.8 million extra funding to
23
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
universities to support Strategic Partnerships with Industry Research and Training
whilst all other university funding was reduced (Illing 1999).
At the time it was published, the Aspects of Literacy Survey (ABS 1996) concluded
that higher literacy levels were structurally linked to workplace flexibility and
national competitiveness. Such beliefs about the utility of literacy, how it can be
measured, evaluated and described as independent of the individual, capture how
language and therefore knowledge relating to literacy has been redefined. A close
reading of both the Australian Language and Literacy Policy (ALLP 1991) and the
Aspects of Literacy Survey (ABS 1996) shows the individual to be located at a
particular point on the literacy skills ‘spectrum’. This works to position the subjects
and the potential subjects of literacy as those who have literacy, and alternatively as
those who may be ‘lacking’. Of relevance to this project however, is the relative
difference in the scope of the two reports. The Aspects of Literacy Survey (ABS 1996)
focuses more directly on the university as a site of acquisition, and concludes that
higher education does not necessarily result in higher literacy capabilities. The
concern here, as Street (1999; Street & Street 1991) suggests is not one of literacy,
but really one of illiteracy.

2.2 DEFINING THE SOCIAL PURPOSES OF LITERACY
2.2.1 Literacy and illiteracy as related phenomenon
A promise of economic prosperity has been vested in the social purpose of literacy.
Its role as a competency technology masks non-economic forms of knowledge about
how literacy practices are experienced and valued by the subject. The word ‘literacy’
in many ways operates as a code for ‘illiteracy’, with both the Australian Language
and Literacy Policy (ALLP 1991) and the Aspects of Literacy Survey (ABS 1996)
making constant reference to poor or unacceptable levels of competency achievement.
Literacy and illiteracy in the context of current policy can be better understood as
significant concepts within social discourse. The lack, failure or inadequacy of
literacy skills in a definable population or institutional cohort is not a permanent
disability. Rather, by constructing subjects as lacking, they become amenable to other
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forms of intervention, and facilitate the ‘normalisation’ of the individual. Literacy
practice at the institutional level is compelled to regenerate itself as a functional
language and literacy orthodoxy, which places literacy skills at its centre.
This is particularly so in the university where the subject is constructed as a
continuous learner (Beazley 1997:54). This constitutes not only a ‘topping-up’ of
already adequate literacy skills but a need for ‘ceaseless’ learning in order for people
to constantly ‘participate’ in the new workplace. This ‘social pact’ (of a participantbased literate society) also represents a salient theme in the construction of literacy
competence, with literacy acting as a marker for the economically productive citizen,
and illiteracy a feature of the ‘delinquent’ other (Beazley 1997). In his post-budget
address to the nation, federal opposition leader Kim Beazley concedes:
global economic trends are rewarding those nations supplying high
knowledge content products. The new competitive landscape is
about software, pharmaceuticals, communications and information
technology, biotechnology, education exports and the like. We have
no choice but to engage. Our capacity to do so means the life or
death of jobs in this country.
Beazley (1999)
The effect of taking this stance is to define the intended recipients of the illiterate
label as restricted, unproductive and disempowered within a broader public policy
discourse which views literacy as “an inoculation against such pathogens as
criminality, poverty, unemployment, and vulnerability” (Beazley 1997:55).

That

some subjects are constructed as deprived is evidenced in the conclusions of both the
Australian Language and Literacy Policy (ALLP 1991) and the Aspects of Literacy
Survey (ABS 1996), in that low socio-economic status and poverty are represented as
the strongest indicators of inadequate literacy standards. The constitution of the
known subject as deprived also sees them as disempowered, given that all literacies
are adversely affected by the language that is politically and economically dominant
(Beazley 1997; Street 1991). In the Aspects of Literacy Survey (ABS 1996) one
distinction remains to be made, namely that formal higher education does not
guarantee access to higher order literacy skills.
That illiteracy is a threat to the economic, technological and moral well being of
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individuals and society is therefore rendered commonsensical as an established
principle of contemporary public policy discourse, and as a profoundly political
notion (Collins 1991). Recognising this constellation of existing subject positions
brings with it an awareness of the situated nature of these positions, and how this
situatedness may serve to deny agency to the subject. That these subject positions
have the capacity to produce negative and deterministic forms of knowledge arises
because they are structured as simple binaries. The subject who has actualised
through literacy is set against the subject who has fossilised; the productive literate set
against the unproductive illiterate and, the empowered literate set against the
disempowered illiterate. This project aims to open a space in which to disturb such
views about the subject embodied within institutional notions of academic literacy. In
turn, this highlights the local and situated nature of academic literacy, and contributes
to debates about socially useful ways of producing and organising knowledge about
academic literacy.
2.2.2

Continuities and contradictions in the purpose of literacy

Literacy as a field has suffered from inappropriate treatment and representations of its
topics. A concern highlighted in Graff’s (1987:24) work and of significance to this
project is the effect of what he calls the tyranny of conceptual dichotomies in the
study and interpretation of literacy. He claims that the field has suffered from rigid
dichotomising through the use of absolutes such as literate and illiterate (and to some
degree non-literate), written and spoken literacy, and print and electronic literacy.
Such dialogic opposites fail to describe the actual circumstances of literacy in use in
any meaningful way, as they preclude a contextual understanding of literacy as a
‘social practice’ (LoBianco & Freebody 1997; Graff 1987). Derrida (1991:108)
condemned the use of such binaries, arguing that these created an order of
subordination, where one member of the binary pair is held as a privileged position,
and the other defined by virtue of what it is lacking. Graff (1986:74), who identifies
the ‘trinity’ of literacy’s primary applications for “reasons of state and administration,
theology and faith, and trade and commerce”, elaborates this perception of literacy as
an organising principle. He argues that this trinity is historically continuous over time,
but some variation in the importance of one role over another is attributable to the
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social context and the historical significance of the moment. In this light, it is possible
to study literacy in general, and more specifically in the academy and faculty, as an
ideological and local construct to be interpreted in relation to the historical and
socially contextualised practices and paradigms it describes.

2.3 CHARTING LITERACY AS SOCIAL PRACTICE
2.3.1

From vellum to print

Literacy is a relatively new technology. Its European invention dates back to the
Greek alphabet, and its initial context was the oral Greek society it penetrated (Graff
1987). The power of literacy as a technology was quickly heralded in early Greek
societies, as Plato (427-347 BC) instituted writing practice as a means to subvert the
oral, intellectual and moral legacies and authority of the then traditional Homeric
epics. Literacy for Plato carried both a liberatory and hegemonic function, creating an
elaborate encoding scheme which introduced a level of abstraction in written text, and
which served to separate the “knower from the known” (Ong 1986:38). Remaining
the province of the elite philosopher kings, literacy entailed formal technical skills
beyond the orality of the then Greek culture.
For most of five thousand years, literacy was the exclusive realm of priests, princes
and bureaucrats. Literacy’s links to Graff’s (1986:74) trinity of uses, for “reasons of
state and administration, theology and faith, and trade and commerce” were
historically explicit, although the relative importance of each role was clearly shifting.
Not bound like speech to the present and the immediate, writing augments long-term
memory, and is able to span both time and distance. The great religions and
bureaucracies of the present era all took root early in the age of print literacy, where
the written word introduced stability and permanence of language, giving birth to
History, and facilitating the growth of humanism and the accumulations and
descriptions of archived knowledge. Print literacy at the time of the Normans and the
Romans was an urban phenomenon. Its links to trade, governance, economic,
religious and political life and opportunity clearly articulated in the social
organisation of these communities (Draper 1989). Command over the written
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language became a function of class and group specific demands, defining a social
elite who were characterised by ‘literate markers’ but who Street (1995) contends,
were not in fact indebted to literacy for their position of privilege.
In part the mystique of the written word took root in simple and practical events. The
transition to written language meant that early papyrus and vellum manuscripts were
fragile and volatile and those who controlled access to a scroll were highly protective
of its use. This gave the text a mythical reference, exalting its contents, its authors and
its keepers (Graff 1987). The reader engaged with the text out of a sense of privilege
and awe. Important texts were reproduced by designated scribes, not for
dissemination but for preservation, to compensate for their fragility. At the time of the
Renaissance, reading and writing were not just perceived as skills, but as access to
social opportunity, information and existing power structures (Graff 1987). This trend
is evidenced in the Reformation, and the subsequent re-organisation of pre-capitalist
societies along competing church lines. Gutenberg's invention of the printing press
enabled the broad dissemination of written discourse, extending literacy beyond the
cloisters, and ushering in the Modern Age. Print-based knowledge became an
instrument of power in the hands of a new emerging class, enabling the likes of
Martin Luther to challenge ‘priestly authority’, and providing a forum for the
‘bourgeoisie’ to describe and rationalise its class ascendancy (Donald 1991).
2.3.2

Changing contexts and changing purposes

With Gutenberg's invention came new applications and genres for writing:
newspapers, pamphlets and posters became the vehicles of the popular press. The
printed word became the primary means for the propagation of ideas and ideologies,
and marked a move towards new conceptions of the social role of literacy along the
lines of scholarship, liberalism and rationality (Donald 1991). New lines of social
demarcation, arising from the emergence of the new industrial classes, saw a
breakdown in traditional control mechanisms, and created the preconditions for what
Donald (1991: 213) describes as the emergence of the new ‘dangerous’ radical press.
Western liberalism was articulated in printed text, bringing with it the rhetoric of
universal freedoms, and new patterns of social organisation.
28
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
Along with these rights came the entrenchment of the ‘free press’. When liberalism
established the freedom of the press, it extended the tangible rights of property to the
intangible. Copyright laws were established early in liberal governments,
transforming words and ideas into a commodity to be owned, controlled, bought and
sold, thus bestowing status upon that writing as a work of value (Bourdieu 1991).
Under such social arrangements, the writer is conferred with the title of ‘author’,
bestowing the mystical air of ‘authority’ upon the writer and the text, within the
parameters of a defined community of readers (Donald 1991). However, since the
time of the industrial revolution, there has existed a binary notion of literacy in the
industrialised nations of the West, as a functional utilitarian literacy for the masses
and a cultural literacy for the elite (Luke 1992). Now infused with explicit
government policies of economic rationalism and human capital economic theory,
mass literacy campaigns were promoted in both advanced economies and in poorer
ones. Hence the perception of domains developed and undeveloped through
interaction with and exposure to literacy practice, gave rise to the notion of a Great
Divide (Finnegan 1988; Ong 1986) between literate and non-literate individuals,
communities, and nation states.
The presumption of literacy’s unproblematic simplicity has overtime fostered a belief
in print literacy as a naturally occurring phenomenon; strong, uniform, universal, and
unwavering. Literate persons are and historically have been described as, “more
empathetic, innovative, achievement-oriented, cosmopolitan, media- and politicallyaware, identified with a nation, aspiring to schooling, ‘modern’, urban in residence,
and accepting of technology” (Graff 2000:11). Rising levels of literacy have generally
been associated with the advancement of both individuals and societies (Beazley
1997; Freebody & Welch 1993; Street & Street 1991; Graff 1987). Literacy is
claimed to correlate with economic growth and industrialisation, wealth and stability,
political and social opportunity, participatory democracy, urbanisation and ultimately
consumption. This marks what Stuckey (1995:vii) terms a ‘mythology’, in which our
views about literacy frame our views about political economy and social opportunity,
and define our functional capacity.
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The inherent contradiction in this mythology is captured by Levine (1982 ,cited in
Graff 2000: 3), who suggests that notions of functional literacy “encourage the idea
that relatively low levels of individual achievement…. will directly result in a set of
universally desired outcomes, such as employment, personal and economic growth,
job advancement and social integration”. Stuckey (1995:viii) contends that these
speculations about literacy are wrong, because the assumptions about economic and
social forces on which they are based are faulty: “Literacy itself can be understood
only in its social and political context”. It is for this reason that the field of literacy
studies has come increasingly to refer to linguistics as a source of technical
knowledge about language, in providing an elaborated technology for talking about
text (Poynton 1997:7). In terms of understanding the complex of relations around
aspects of text, its engagements with linguistics, social context and society, it
becomes important to understand that discourse about text-based language is about
matters of difference. These are differences not just with respect to language, but also
with respect to those who use it. This demarcation brings into question the social and
political context of literacy: difference is ultimately a matter of the moral and political
orders of social relations and social differentiation (Stuckey 1995 viii; Jayyusi 1991).

2.4 LANGUAGE, DIFFERENCE AND IDENTITY
2.4.1

Language, difference and identity in the context of higher education

Addressing difference is an emerging issue in higher education. In its search for new
markets and new clientele, the ‘sector’ of higher education increasingly courts
populations not traditionally the targets of such activity. The changing clientele is a
function of the changes in educational thinking, particularly the growing emphasis on
aspects of lifelong and continuous learning, intricately linked to shifts in government
and industry policy in a new global community. Some specific and influential
outcomes of this shift have been the partial deregulation of the higher education
sector, the ‘new’ managerial philosophy of its administrators, the emergence of a
competency focus within the professional education and training reform agenda, and
the recent coupling of unemployment benefits to requirements to upgrade basic skills
in literacy. Aspects of language, literacy and policy taken together profoundly
implicate the experience of the ‘self’ both inside and outside of the higher education
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facility. As Stuckey (1995) contends, everyday interest in language and literacy is
concerned with questions of difference and with the evaluation of difference. This is
particularly so in the context of higher education. Language users are attuned to
differences in the language and disciplinary technologies they hear and use, and use
their awareness of such differences, and the value system within which such
differences are located, to categorise and evaluate others as the same, or different.
Language is intimately connected to identity as an ‘effect’ or ‘consequence’: identity
in this setting exists prior to and distinct from language; it is merely manifest in
language. In this way it is understandable that language users have strong personal
and positional views about their own and others’ language use. Historically, the use of
languages different from those spoken by the dominant group have been responded to
with derision and even hostility in many cultures (Poynton 1997; Stuckey 1995).
Speakers, writers and exponents of such language are positioned as ‘others’ outside
the existing culture, not addressed as proper nor real members of the community, and
are treated (variably) as outsiders and (at worst) a threat to existing ‘standards and
practice’ (Gee 1990).
In terms of academic literacy, the ‘connection of othering’ (Poynton 1997:12) is not
only attached to categories of people, but also to categories of practice if and where
these practices remain significantly different to the community norm. International
Englishes such as Singaporean or Indian Englishes mark the extent to which the
‘othering’ of discursive subjects is the product of evaluative dimensions, invoking
judgements about the means (argumentative/descriptive; coherent/incoherent;
substantive/lacking

substance)

and

the

moral

dimensions

(good/bad;

original/plagiarised; rigorous /shallow) of writing. These dimensions are not discrete;
they map onto one another in ways that give an added evaluative edge to judgements
about issues such as: grammatical convention; the blurring and merging of words of
similar shape; words or phrases regarded as unnecessary, unappealing or cliched; the
use of colloquial language; and, the use of technical and disciplinary jargon. Forms of
language judged as ungrammatical may also be judged as bad, and even incoherent.
What is significant about such evaluations is their normative force: evaluative
judgements are “less statements of fact than they are expressions of approval or
disapproval of particular ways of using language” (Poynton 1997:13).
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2.4.2

Building categories of language, and of language users

Such views of the normative practice of language are influential in forming subject
views of themselves as speakers, readers, writers, actors and agents within a discourse
community. Language users in this light need not have sophisticated nor
emancipatory views about how language usage and the self intersect. The constant
exercise of normative judgements about what is written, and therefore what-countsas-literacy in a given community setting, works effectively to position writers as
competent and acceptable, as those inside the discourse, as distinct from those still
mediating entry. Such positioning does not simply reinforce existing patterns of
practice, inequalities and differences, but actively constitutes them (Poynton 1997;
Jayussi 1991; Gee 1990). Failure to mediate consequential forms of literacy in higher
education leaves student writers in no doubt that they have failed in the fundamental
task of higher order learning, and are consequently ‘at risk’ of failing life.
What remains problematic about this sequence of cause-effect statements is what
Stuckey (1995) terms the ‘violence of literacy’. Such violence lives at the origins of
normative statements about aspects of language use in higher education, as these
statements reflect the investments of those who regard themselves as “having a right
for other language users to be wrong” (Poynton 1997:13). In some cases, evaluation
consists of a categorisation, for example identifying a subject as ‘an international’ or
‘non-native speaker’. In other cases, the categorisation move is more implicit, and the
evaluation is foregrounded. Judgements of writer perspective as ‘ill-informed’ and
‘lacking rigour’ can mask categorisations of writers as class-, gender and/or ethnically
marked subjects. Judgements of academic product as ‘refined’, ‘informed’ and
‘rigorous’ are by connection, related to status and privilege. The implicitness of the
broader social categories being mobilised here is in marked contrast with the
explicitness of those criteria invoked within (social) linguistic descriptions. Our
contemporary capacity to understand the difference between the writing practices of
students is limited to structuralist understandings of powerful social categorisations
(class, age, race, gender, ethnicity, sex) and how these correlate with certain
discursive (linguistic and educational) features (Poynton 1997:16). Social categories
32
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
can in this way, act as real things, and have been traditionally treated in research into
language and literacy as independent variables by which various kinds of linguistic
features, as independent variables, are then discretely correlated in a scientific
manner. A taxonomy of ‘good academic writing’ emerges as the benchmark against
which functional writing skills can be judged, and normative evaluations made. The
flow of analysis here tends to suggest that social differences cause differences in
linguistic and language practices.
The positing of social categories as unproblematic aspects of both the university and
of people’s identities is a prime instance of reification; it assumes the existence of that
to which language apparently refers. This study develops a different perspective
suggesting that social difference is constituted by language. The subject is constituted
by language in the first instance. The phenomenon that does the constituting is what
Foucault (1979) and Gee (1990) call ‘discourse’. Discourse in this context is
essentially about ways of knowing which emerge from, and are encoded within, ways
of doing that are specific to particular institutions. Discourses speak to people in ways
that take for granted the identities and characteristics that members of those
institutions are required to be and to have. Persons so spoken to by the institution are
‘interpellated’ to the extent that they speak and act on the terms already set up within
the discourse. They become subjects within the institution and its constitutive
discourses: they share a language, a culture, ways of being, ways of doing and ways
of meaning, and become productive agents of their own socialisation (Steedman
1982). In short, social categories are discursively produced. If the terms used for
social categories are discursively produced at particular historical times and places, as
Poynton (1997) and Stuckey (1995) contend, then available subject positions within
institutions are likewise discursively produced. These realisations render institutional
knowledge of persons and identities much less 'objective' and much less concrete than
they present themselves.
This line of discussion is both important and relevant to this thesis. It establishes that
literacy is an artifact of institutional relations, and is framed by the practices and
culture of the institution. It also raises the caveat that although academic literacy is a
‘naturalised’ practice within the academic discourse community, it is the proliferation
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of competing and complementary discourses inside and outside the academy that
work to establish the relevant social categories for literacy within it.
2.4.3

The political and social context of literacy

The political and social context of literacy has been clearly articulated through
policies and papers of the Federal Government. Since 1997 a number of reports have
been commissioned by the then Labor Government to provide what Bartlett, Knight
and Lingard (1991:93) term the “national government’s metapolicy of corporate
federalism”. This metapolicy brings together discourses of neo-corporatism,
economic rationalism, managerialism, and a particular view of human capital to create
a mandate for the state’s increased involvement in emerging domains of public life.
From neo-corporatism discourse comes the principle of the state acting in the national
interest; from the discourse of economic rationalism comes a focus on ‘efficiency and
economy, effectiveness and performance, and outputs’ which combine to achieve the
goals of the state (Bartlett et al 1992:21). New managerialism brings private sector
models and values to the public domain, providing the impetus to restructure public
institutions such as the university along the lines of private institutions. The particular
form of ‘human capital’ in operation here relates to people as economic resources,
and notions of ‘value-adding’ through the processes of education. Returns on this
investment flow to both the individual, as well as the community (Bartlett et al
1992:22). The lines of influence stemming from this ‘metapolicy’ were first
articulated in Australia Reconstructed (1987), and was revisited in a string of later
policy documents including:
• Skills for Australia (1987,1988);
• Australia’s Language: The Australian Language and Literacy Policy (1991);
• Putting Literacy on the Agenda (1992);
• Working Nation (1994);
• Literacy at Work (1996), and more recently;
• the Aspects of Literacy Survey (1996).
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The articulation of literacy problems within higher education through the Aspects of
Literacy Survey (ABS 1996) can be taken as a clear intention on the part of the federal
government to extend its sphere of influence over the field of tertiary literacy.
Literacy traditions and legacies function as organising forces within the academy, as
much as they do in broader society. Graff (2000:11) contends that
strong traditions of expectations and expert prescriptions surround
higher levels of education, sharing with literacy concerns, for
example, about moral character, discipline and order, security and
productivity.
Here literacy is configured in an institutional, social and political context that totalises
literate-based conceptions of the world. These views are characterised by traditions of
intellectualism and rationalism, the reification of writing product over process, the
observance of the neutral over the partisan, the stipulation of the formal school
context over the natural community context, the written above the spoken, and the
literate over the oral (Graff 2000). Literacy and other learning in the university setting
are tied to the acquisition of particular sets of knowledge and values. Knowledge in
this discourse, incorporates not only assumptions and expectations, biases or
emphases of its production, association, and principles of prior use, but also
knowledge of and access to the technology of its use. The strong formulation of
literacy in the academy rests on an epistemology that assumes literacy’s causes,
effects and associations to be universal, unmediated and unitary. This implied
singularity of the political and social context of literacy works against the notion of
literacy as a multiply constructed and constitutive social phenomenon.

2.5 LITERACY IN THE ACADEMY
2.5.1. Single or multiple models of literacy
Within the academy, literacy is experienced as social practice exhibited in a range of
literacy events. Anderson, Teale and Estrada (1980:59) have defined the literacy
event as any “action sequence, involving one or more persons, in which the
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production and comprehension of print plays a role”. The production and
comprehension of print are so pervasive in higher education that they impact either
directly or indirectly on all aspects of learning. The literacy event can be likened to
the speech event (Hymes, 1972:56), as it constitutes part of the complex of behaviours
upon which the competence and status of a membership is based.
This view of literacy nominates it as a tool or technology that is applicable to the
needs of all people, and that needs to be imparted to as many people as possible to
provide access to its benefits. Recent studies on cross-cultural literacy (Street 1999;
1995) and critical literacy (Graff 2000), question the notion of a single or autonomous
model of literacy, arguing the existence of multiple literacies even within a single
community. Their conclusion suggests that the assumption that one model should be
recognised above others is ideologically motivated, and privileges the literacy
conventions of one sub-community group over others.
The text linguistics literature of recent times offers a range of ideas, concepts and
analytical tools to explore this suggestion. Some of the major categories of
contributions in the field of academic literacy comprise: the theory of cohesion
(Halliday & Hasan 1976); the theory of English texts in general (Martin 1992); the
theory of scientific writing (Halliday & Martin 1993); rhetorical and relational
structure theory (Mann & Thompson 1986); academic genre theory (Swales 1990);
the theory of process writing (Witte & Cherry 1986); information structuring
(Halliday & Martin 1993); and topic theory (Givon 1983). There have also been a
range of teaching theories aimed at improving writing for non-native speaking
students (Swales & Feak 1994; Ballard & Clanchy 1991; Snow & Brinton 1988).
Section 2.5.2 provides an overview of theoretical frameworks related to the teaching
and development of academic writing in higher education settings. It presents a brief
historical survey of the literature pertaining to writing in academic settings, and
delineates four approaches to writing instruction that have been evident over the last
thirty years (Raimes 1991). Each approach has a specific focus, highlighting, in the
first instance, the rhetorical and linguistic form of the text itself. The second approach
identified focuses on the writer and the cognitive processes used in the act of writing.
The third approach presents a focus on the academic content of the writing. The
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fourth and last approach to the teaching of academic writing examines the demands
made by the reader on the writer of the text. This is not to suggest that each approach
claims to be definitive, as each of the approaches to describing academic literacy
presented are still, to varying degrees, subscribed to in theory and certainly in
practice.
2.5.2

The Form of Academic Writing - A Skills Approach

Ong (1982) argues that literate cultures offer access to a qualitatively different
language than oral culture. Written language functions as a ‘grapholect’, a
representational frame for a different way of thinking, (a text-formed thought), which
makes available to the user a range of different modes of expression and elaborated
linguistic practices beyond the oral culture. Ong (1982) saw oral forms of language as
restricted, whereas the grapholect freed language from the context of the present,
from particularities of dialect, situation, memory and therefore from fixed thought
patterns. In returning to the theme of the literacy event in higher education, the
grapholect is fundamental to communication in an academic context. Academic
writing is therefore a problematic notion, as it involves both the acquisition and
mediation of abstract and context-bound language and linguistic cues as evidence of
skill, growth and of claims for community membership.
Access to higher knowledge is institutionalised in universities. As stated previously,
knowledge is embedded within recognised discourse communities, which as Swales
(1990) points out, define themselves through their respective language conventions.
Novice writers must first learn disciplinary codes, in order to access learning (Candlin
et al 1996; Prosser & Webb 1994). They must then learn to use these codes in order to
receive the imprimatur of the university as potential members of professional
communities upon graduation. The grapholect thus serves as an instrument of
learning, but similarly may act as an arbitrary barrier to learning, as a spatial measure
of the distance between the individual and existing standards of community practice
with which the student writer seeks to be identified.
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A second aspect of literacy events in higher education is their apparent
synchronisation (Malcolm 1996), which locates student literacy as part of a sequence
of continuous learning. Students are deemed to travel through their courses at the
same rate, read and synthesize the same materials and resources at the same points as
designated by lecturers, and receive knowledge as an established sequence of literacybased events.
A third aspect of literacy events in higher education relates to pedagogical discourse.
The context of Australian higher education is characteristically unidirectionality on
the part of the lecturer, leaving it open to claims of decontextualisation and lack of
relevance. The link between person and information, an integral aspect of orality and
oral-based cultures, is broken. The literacy event becomes a passive informationexchange process. In this light, participants are expected to put aside their own
experiences and take up those of the materials which they engage, placing what
Malcolm (1996:7) labels a virtual parentheses around “one’s idiosyncratic or
community-oriented experiences”. Such “space labelling” (Street 1995) is an
important part of the continuous cycle of learning within the academy, as it facilitates
movement into new disciplinary areas, and into new ways of thinking. In this light,
the decontextualised nature of knowledge, and the subsequent construction of
knowledge networks within the pedagogical framework of the academy posit an
intellectual and moral hierarchy, and are therefore culturally normative. The
representational aspects of knowledge move away from concepts as “in situational,
operational frames of reference that are minimally abstract in the sense that remain
close to the living human lifeworld” (Ong 1982:49). This is particularly significant in
framing the meaning, nature and practice of literacy within the academy, as the
literacy event is embedded within a structure of assessment, in what Halliday terms
the ‘context of culture’, and in what Fairclough calls the ‘institutional’ or ‘societal’
context.
Assessment is used as a means to isolate the individual in and from the group, and
then to describe the individual in terms of group competencies and benchmarks in a
context that Street (1995) would critically term ‘ideological’. Context in this
characterisation is in a constant state of flux, continuously adapting through the social
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processes of alignment with certain writing conventions, and in contestation with
others. Here the grapholect prevails as a representation of a ‘social’ and ‘moral’ order
(Jayussi 1991), as the demands of writing for academic assessment may take longer
for some individuals to acquire than it does for others. Clearly, the path to literacy is
not the same for all students.
This way of thinking about literacy, while not necessarily tied to particular forms or
styles of teaching in any necessary sense has become associated with ‘direct’ skillsbased teaching models. These skills-based models, sometimes accused of amounting
to ‘drilling’, have had considerable impact on the conduct of various forms of
‘remedial’ literacy education.

Owing much to the field of second language

instruction, the teaching of literacy in an academic context has historically drawn on
the audio-lingual method as the dominant mode of instruction (Raimes 1991). The
predominant view of the audio-lingual method is that speech was primary, and writing
was subservient in the teaching of oral-based language patterns and forms. Given a
concentration on form, writing reinforced and tested the accurate application of
grammatical rules, and tended to focus only on aspects of language and the
manipulation of given sentences as a sub-set of a more complex semiotic system.
Raimes (1991) suggests that by the early 1970s, passages of connected discourse
began to be used more often in the teaching of academic writing. However, the fact
that students were using passages of connected discourse did not guarantee that they
valued them as authentic texts. If academic writing was to be interpreted to mean
concentrating on grammatical transformation - verb tense and the like - then students
of literacy need pay no attention whatever to what the sentences mean or the manner
in which they relate to each other (Raimes 1991). Not until Halliday and Hasan’s
work (1976) (taken up in Chapter Three) did the focus on the form approach give
detailed attention to:
•
•
•

The differences in communicator relationships between speakers and hearers as
distinct to readers and writers;
The different syntactic and semantic patterns that characterise spoken versus
written language use, and;
The different ways of representing everyday and specialised knowledge (Raimes
1991).
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It was not only grammatical form that was featured in the1960s and early 1970s, but
also concern for ‘rhetorical form’ and notions of ‘contrastive rhetoric’ (Kaplan 1987).
Contrastive rhetoric represents the thought pattern of English, as “dominantly linear
in its development” in contast to the paragraph patterns of other languages and
cultures (Kaplan 1987:4). This presumption is compatible with the adaption of
compensatory exercises that offered training in recognising and using topic sentences,
stressing imitation of paragraph or essay form, and using writing from a prescribed
outline (Raimes 1991). Research into the field of academic writing has more recently
featured textual aspects, such as the number of passives or the number of pronouns,
which are then counted and compared for users of different cultures (Malcolm 1996;
Reid 1996).
2.5.3

The Focus on the Writer - Growth and Heritage Models

Influenced by writing research on composing processes, teachers of academic writing
reacted against a form-dominated approach, developing an interest in what writers
actually do as they write. Predominant among these over the last twenty five years has
been a family of approaches under various headings such as ‘growth’,
‘psycholinguistic’,

‘whole

language’,

‘language

experience’,

and

‘process’

approaches. ln place of ‘accuracy’ and ‘patterns’ came ‘process’, ‘making rneaning’,
‘invention’, and ‘multiple drafts’ (Raimes 1991). The attention to the writer as a
situated language learner and creator of text led to a ‘process approach’, with a new
range of classroom tasks characterised by the use of journals, (Peyton 1990),
invention (Spack 1984), collaboration (Bruffee 1984), revision (Hall 1990), and
attention to content before form (Snow & Brinton 1988). In response to theory and
research on writers' processes, teachers encouraged students to take pre-writing time
and opportunity for selecting topics and generating ideas, for writing drafts and
revisions, and for providing feedback to the writer. While linguistic accuracy was
often downplayed at the beginning of this process, a focus on form was delayed until
writers had grappled with ideational constructs, and the challenges of text
organisation.

The emphasis, therefore, remained largely on a valuing of the

idiosyncratic features of literacy practices, and on a concept of ‘ownership’ of literate
competencies that can be attained by growth-based literacy experiences. This model
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describes writing practice in contemporary higher education, and is presented as the
process view of academic writing in Figure 2.1 (below). Within the triangular
framework of reader, writer and text, the writer is captured and understood in terms of
the text he/she has produced, and what this means to the reader.

Reader
Considers
Interprets

Writer
Represents

Subject
Matter
Figure 2.1 - The Process View of the Writer (Ivanic 1997: 95)
This transpires without any notion of how the writer appears as a social being in the
text, and without any consideration of ‘who’ the writer is as a subject and identity
within the text (Ivanic 1997).
During the 1980’s there grew a realisation that the focus on process was too narrow. It
assumed that writing existed as a linear and generalisable process emanating from the
goals and purposes of writers, and remaining independent of the context of writing.
Thus the process approach conceived writing as something that happened independent
of a social context. In turning away from skills approaches, and the connotations of
depersonalised ‘drills’ attached to those approaches, the accusation was made that
actual reading and writing practices have been de-politicised, and the textual
resources needed to participate in the work of a literate community made invisible.
These latter observations led to recent developments of theories of literacy that
attempt to reflect the culturally embedded nature of literacy practices.
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2.5.4

The Focus on Content

Not all proponents of academic writing did embrace the focus on ‘process’. Some
theorists interpreted the focus on the writer's making of personal meaning as
obsessive in its focus on the cognitive relationship "between the writer and the
writer's internal world" (Horowitz 1986: 188). Those who perceived the new
approach as an obsession inappropriate for academic demands and for the
expectations of academic readers shifted the focus from the processes of the writer to
content, and to the demands of the academic community. By 1986, the process
approach was being included among ‘traditional’' (Shih 1986: 624) approaches, and in
its place a content-based approach was posited. In content-based instruction, an
academic writing course might be attached to a content course as an ‘adjunct’ or
writing courses might be grouped with courses in other disciplines (Snow & Brinton
1988).
The studies that inform this approach include analyses of the rhetorical organization
of technical writing, (Baskin, Barker & Farr-Wharton 1995; Beasley 1988), studies of
student writing in content areas (Baskin 1996: Selzer 1983), and surveys of the
content and tasks student writers can expect to encounter in their academic careers
(Baskin & Barker 1997). Classroom methodology with the content approach might
take on some of the features of a writer-focused approach, (prewriting tasks and the
opportunity for revision), yet, the main emphasis of writing instruction remains on the
instructors determination of what academic content is most appropriate, in order to
build whole courses or modules of reading and writing tasks around the content
(Snow & Brinton 1988). The content-based approach has had more impact on the
learning process and shape of the curriculum than either the form or the process
approach (Street 1999). With the content-based model, the autonomy of the writing
class is replaced by structures related to team teaching, topic-centered modules or
mini-courses, sheltered (i.e. field specific) instruction, and composition English for
academic purpose courses as adjuncts to disciplinary content courses. With an
autonomous writing class, a teacher can and indeed often does move back and forth
among approaches, but with academic writing courses linked to content courses, such
flexibility in method and approach to language teaching is much less likely. There is
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also always the danger that institutional or ideological changes in course structure and
focus will create a monolithic approach to the teaching of academic literacy that will
be difficult to subvert, modify or abandon.
Such a focus on content brings with it parallel considerations of the contextual and
situated nature of academic literacy. Goffman (1969, cited in Ivanic 1997:21)
describes this as interplay between notions of the writer as a performer of writing
tasks, and the writer as a character within these writing tasks. This is illustrated in
Figure 2.2 (below), and entails consideration of the social constructivist view of text
as self-representation. Rather than painting the writer as a ‘performer’ in the academic
community, Figure 2.2 outlines the multiple mediational processes involved in the
production of academic text. As a ‘character’ in the production of socially meaningful
text, the writer takes on their identity by adopting or rejecting certain community,
textual, ideational and ideological constructions of text.

Reader-as
Performer
Considers

Writer-as
Performer

Social
Relationship
Between
represents

Writer-as
character

Writers
Assumptions
about reader
Own
Commitment
to

interprets

Reader as
Character
= TEXT

Subject
Matter
Reality

Figure 2.2 - A Social View of the Writer and Reader as Textual Representations
(Ivanic, 1997: 95)
The social constructivist view is captured by Bruffee (1986:774) and depicts
Goffman’s (1969) distinction between the writer as performer and the writer as
character within a piece of text: thus:
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[E]ntities we normally call reality, knowledge, thought, facts, texts,
selves and so on are constructs generated by communities of likeminded peers. Social construction understands knowledge, thought,
facts, texts, selves and so on as community maintained linguistic
entities - or more broadly speaking, symbolic entities - that define or
constitute the communities that generate them.
In Figure 2.2 the ‘text’ consists of the same subject matter as in the process model of
writing, as the reader and the writer are still engaged as interlocutors in the process of
producing and interpreting content. Yet, the constructivist frame would read the
writing process as inherently more complex in make-up, in that it consists also of the
writer’s portrayal of themselves, the reader, the relationship between them, the
writer’s position in terms of ideational content, and the writers’ judgments about the
reader’s background knowledge. Those who assume a social constructivist view of
the academy reject the idea that the identities people assume as members of the
institution are solely the product of individuals thoughts, intentions and will. At play
here is a deeper contextual relationship, involving thoughts, intentions and matters of
will, but also framed by aspects of affiliation to the particular beliefs and possibilities
made available through interaction with the institution. In terms of academic writing,
this may be manifest in a mismatch between the past social contexts of the individual,
and their new social context of the academy, and the variant sub-contexts within it.
The reader and writer are still performing acts of text construction, but are seen in
Figure 2.2 through the frame of the constructivist, as participants who are coconstructed by the text which they are engaged in producing and interpreting (Ivanic
1997:95).
2.5.5

A Focus on the Reader

Simultaneously with content-based approaches came another academically-oriented
approach, English for academic puposes (EAP) which focused on the expectations of
academic readers (Kaldor, Herriman & Rochecouste 1997). This approach, in which
the academic language teacher runs a theme-based class not necessarily linked to a
content course, is also characterised by its strong opposition to a writer-dominated
process approach that favors personal writing. A reader-dominated approach
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perceives literacy teaching "as socialization into the academic community - not as
humanistic therapy" (Horowitz 1986: 789).
The audience-dominated approach, focusing on the expectation of readers outside the
language classroom, is characterised by use of terms like academic demands and
academic discourse community. Attention to audience was, in fact, first brought to the
fore as a feature of the process approach, but the focus was on known readers inside a
specific classroom setting (Raimes 1991). An English for academic purposes
approach focuses on the reader, not as a specific individual, but more as the
representative of a discourse community, a specific disciplinary or professional group.
The reader is the initial expert who represents a faculty audience. This reader,
‘particularly omniscient’ and ‘all-powerful’ (Johns 1990:31), is likely to be an
abstract representation, a generalized construct reified from an examination of
academic assignments and texts.
Once the concept of a powerful outside reader is established, it is then a short
theoretical step to generalizing about the forms of writing that a reader will come to
expect, and an even shorter step to teaching these forms as prescriptive structural
patterns. A focus on the reader tends to indicate a return to a form-dominated
approach, the difference being that now rhetorical forms, rather than grammatical
forms, are presented as paradigms. The reader-dominated approach, like previous
approaches, generated its own body of research. These mostly took the form of
surveys of expectations and reactions of faculty members (Johns 1990), studies of the
expectations of academic readers with regard to genres (Swales 1990), and
identifications of the basic skills of writing transferable across various disciplines
(Baskin et al 1995).
Research concerned with the writing process has tried to identify components of the
writing process relevant to the writer, while research concerned with social context of
writing has aimed to identify elements of context that are binding on the writer. From
both perspectives an aspect of the process/context nexus that has been the topic of
much concern has been the reader of the academic text. Writers are positioned within
both models in the decisional role of determining what to write in light of their
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conceptions of the reader. This ‘audience representation’ as Cherry (1988) terms it, is
often undertaken at the expense of a corresponding focus on ‘self-presentation’
(Goffman 1969). This lack of attention to the writer’s identity is the result of framing
the writer as ‘doing the writing’, rather than a composite view which places the writer
in the existential role of ‘being the writer’. Theoretical accounts of subject positioning
often see readers positioned by producers of discourse in situations where the writer is
more powerful than the reader, and the reader is the subject of critical appraisal. In the
context of the academy however, subject positioning is somewhat different, with
relatively powerless student writers producing text, and more powerful teachers
interpreting and assessing it.

2.6 CONCLUDING COMMENTS
There are several interconnected elements evident in the literature presented here. The
first part of this chapter presented various definitions of literacy. In pointing to the
predominance of a ‘functional literacy’ model in higher education, the discussion
highlights literacy as historically serving a number of social purposes. These are
identified “as reasons of state and administration, theology and faith, and trade and
commerce” (Graff 1986:74). Literacy has been shown over time to uphold the
interests of those who control its mode(s) of production. The chapter traces the impact
of literacy as social practice, and identifies how literacy has operated historically and
socially as an organising force within higher education institutions, and the
community alike. This process has been aided by the dominance of the functional
literacy discourse in political and professional frameworks, a point taken up in more
detail in Chapter Three.
The chapter also provides an overview of how academic literacy has been configured
as a field within the academy. It traces the development of academic literacy through
four succinct phases – a focus on the form of academic writing; a focus on the writer;
a focus on content; and a focus on the reader as a member of the academic discourse
community. The discussion stresses that that these categories and phases are not
mutually exclusive, nor are they discontinuous. They continue to exist and co-exist as
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‘slippery’ institutional concepts of literacy.
Chapter Three treats issues of identity, discourse and literacy as interconnected lines
of inquiry in order to expand on the consequences of the functional literacy discourse
identified in Chapter Two. Chapter Three examines the particular influence of the
professional disciplines in establishing boundaries for community membership, and
upon the academic discourses of the faculty. Specific attention is paid to how literacy,
as an ideological concept, both invites and at times demands student writers to
comply with existing patterns and forms of practice. A feature of Chapter Three is its
examination of the public discourses of crisis and decline evident in much of the
literature and current debate on the academic literacy standards of business students.
It is this discourse of crisis and decline that identifies literacy as a constellation of
(sometimes deficient) professional reading and writing 'skills'.
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Chapter Three
Emerging Traditions in the Field of Academic Literacy
3.0

CHANGE, CONTINUITY AND CONTRADICTION LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Many of the staff teaching in universities believe that high school, secondary school
or college level training provides, or at least should provide, students with the
language and literacy skills necessary to gain a tertiary degree. Many others would
also agree that these skills must be developed and learned as part of tertiary study
(Postle 1995; HEC 1992). Some staff still quote the ‘good old days’ when tertiary
literacy seemed less of a problem, but when only four out of ten students completed a
secondary education and where the secondary education system had tertiary study as
its principal focus (Baldauf 1997). Most staff in the higher education system would
likely acknowledge that the current more broadly based system of tertiary education is
more equitable and better suited to the needs of contemporary society (Reid 1995).
Not only have the nature of secondary education and the processes of tertiary entry
changed over time, the nature of institutionally preferred reading and writing practice
has also changed. Entrants to tertiary study will likely encounter audiovisual,
electronic and multimedia materials that both partially displace and transform the
written word. In contemporary higher education, even well prepared students may not
be prepared for the oral, written and electronic discourse rigors of tertiary study
(Malcolm 1996; Candlin et al 1996; Reid 1995). To expect that they should is
ambitious. Tertiary literacy, like most cultural activities, has its own language
domains, jargon and discourse, and therefore calls forth distinctive ways of 'being'.
The history of literacy is punctuated by cycles of ‘continuities and contradictions’
(Graff 1986). Chapter Two of this thesis identified key phases in the development of
academic literacy as a field of inquiry. It examined the chronology, nature and
significance of these phases in order to arrive at some understanding of popular
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perceptions of ‘academic literacy’ as a relatively new area of research within the
wider field of literacy education. Given this context, academic literacy can be better
understood in terms of the uses people make of it as a component of tertiary study,
acknowledging but not overestimating its importance.
The continuities of academic literacy are captured in its enduring social practices,
and social purposes (Graff 1986). The ‘academic literate’ occupies a desirable and
high status position, and is made visible to the community by a range of identifiable
and easily recognisable sets of skills or attributes. The contradictions of literacy on
the other hand provide a useful means for critiquing the social and political properties
of literacy, calling into question its role as a panacea for the social, political, and
economic status of individuals as well as groups (Beazley 1997; Graff 1987; 1986). In
higher education, this means developing a critical awareness of the interrelationships
between academic literacy practices and the kinds of social constraints that may be
responsible for the difficulties student writers have in acquiring particular discourse
types. Developing a critical awareness in this way may prevent those constructed by
the academic community as learners from feeling solely responsible for the struggle
to meet academic literacy standards.
Academic literacy standards are a formative issue in an environment where not only
students’ backgrounds and communication patterns have changed, but where
universities themselves have significantly diversified their intake of students, both in
terms of numbers (Postle 1995), and in terms of student backgrounds (Reid 1995). In
1939 there were almost 14000 students in higher education in Australia, while in 1995
there were around 600,000. The proportion of the 17-22 year old age cohort enrolled
in undergraduate courses rose from 3.75% in 1955 to 16 per cent in 1975, to 30% in
1995 (Postle 1995:1). Of those students in the current university populations, it has
been estimated that 25% come from a non-English speaking background (Reid
1995:4). Universities also offer a wider range of programs of study than in earlier
years, and a wider choice of subjects within those programs. Just as continuities and
contradictions punctuate the field of literacy, so too is the environment of higher
education similarly marked.
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As the range and diversity of higher education has broadened, so too has the
requirement for a wider range of literacy skills. This chapter provides an examination
of how changes in the composition and framing of literacy practices are consequential
for the writing practices of students in a business faculty. This begins with an
examination of the business faculty as a textually mediated community of practice,
and such a community both constructs and is constructed through the practices of its
members. This point is further elaborated through examination of:

3.1

•

The requirements demanded of business students by professional bodies;

•

The importance of social identity in mediating discourses on literacy;

•

How aspects of writer identity are related to ideological views of ‘whatcounts-as-literacy’;

•

How multiple views on ‘what-counts-as-literacy’ co-exist within the one
discourse community; and;

•

How at any given time, the perception is held by at least some community
stakeholders that literacy is constantly ‘in crisis’.

THE SIGNIFICANCE
PRACTICES

OF

CHANGE

FOR

LITERACY

The different disciplines and professional cultures within universities create an
environment for the application of social cultural theories and practices in the
development of literacy. Within the current climate of diminishing resources and
increasing ratios of students to staff, there is an urgent need to think creatively and
laterally about how forms of literacy can, as Gee (1990) suggests, be acquired and
learned by students as everyday practice. The higher education institution is at the
centre of literacy development, aiming to promote higher levels of literacy within its
many disciplines and courses. Literacy and communication skills are recognised as
having considerable bearing on many aspects of tertiary students’ academic and
professional progress. Literacy skills and abilities are identified as essential to an
individual’s effectiveness as a professional practitioner and life-long learner (Candy,
Crebert & O’Leary 1994) and have been taken as the key issue in graduate
employability (ICA 1994; Australian Association of Graduate Employers 1993; Bate
and Sharp 1990).
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The increasing internationalisation of universities and the cultural diversity of the
university student population has had a profound impact on literacy practices in
higher education institutions. Views on tertiary literacy in Australian and overseas
universities (Cowen 1993; ICA 1993; HEC 1992) frame literacy as a constellation of
communication skills, in many cases related to other important life-skills such as
problem solving, time-management and leadership. Literacy competence, as with
problem-solving, time-management and leadership skills, is closely integrated not
only with the teaching of the business disciplines, but also with the scheduling of
assessment tasks and processes. The kinds of assessment tasks set, the criteria for
grading, and the timing and quality of feedback all reflect the high institutional
priority placed on communication, and hence literacy, within business disciplinary
communities.

3.2

THE NATURE AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
ACADEMIC DISCOURSE COMMUNITY

3.2.1

The nature of the discourse community

Ivanic (1997:78) identifies the academic discourse community as a blend of the
abstract ‘interpretive community’ developed by Fish (1980) and the concrete speech
community cited by Hymes (1974). In drawing a dichotomy between notions of
abstract and concrete, Ivanic (1997) presents a view that the discourse community is
held together by abstract cultural norms and conventions, more so than by the
identities, values and practices of real individuals. In this manner, the discourse
community is almost entirely a social construction, yet cannot be separated from the
real individuals in whom these norms and conventions are embedded at the local
level.
Swales (1990: 24 -7) cites six characteristics of the discourse community that inform
both the cultural (abstract) as well as the local (concrete) make-up of a discourse
community. This community:
•
•

Has a broadly agreed set of common goals;
Features mechanisms of intercommunication among its members;
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•
•
•
•

Uses participatory mechanisms that provide information and feedback;
Has one or more genres it uses to further communicate it’s aims;
Has acquired a specific lexis; and,
Promotes a threshold level of members with a suitable degree of relevant shared
content and discursive expertise.

Swales (1990) characterisation brings into focus the specific activities in which
community members engage: intercommunication, information and feedback. In the
context of higher education this brings a range of literacy practices and processes into
consideration, beyond that of a formal reliance on text-based practices. This quality
highlights the salient characteristics of discourse communities; their use of genre,
specific lexis, and unity of goal.
To accept Swales’s (1990) characterisation uncritically is to accept that discourse
communities are homogenous constructs with monolithic qualities, what Harris
(1989:14) termed ‘power without consent’. The presumption of an unproblematic
discourse community has characterised the field of inquiry into academic literacy.
Approaches to student writing in the pedagogic field of academic writing, and more
recently of academic literacy, have focussed on pedagogic modelling and genre
theory (Candlin et al 1996; Prosser & Webb 1994). These approaches have been
supported by genre studies into academic text analysis, with a view to underpinning
pedagogy with descriptions, which often become prescriptions, of linguistic and
discourse analyses. In documenting student writing behaviours, where textually-based
studies have been applied, the focus has been primarily on assessing grammatical
appropriateness or punctuation (Candlin et al 1996; Webb & Bonanno 1994). There is
also an implied assumption that the writing and reading practices identified through
research of this kind works to produce a definitive description of each discourse
community under study (Ivanic 1997). At the heart of this belief, is a further
consensus that learners simply need to be apprenticed into a fixed set of discourse
conventions in order to gain access to an identifiable discourse community.
This chain of propositions is problematic. A key objection is that cultural norms and
conventions are neither static, nor universal as Swales’s (1990) characterisation
suggests. Current research into academic literacy treats the field as a self-limiting site,
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paying little detailed attention to aspects of acculturation, the social theoretical, or the
influence of the post-academy world. Turner (1989:13) suggests that the field, and
hence the discourse community, can be conceived differently … “ as a space ... better
an attitude ... which, far from being neutral or inert, is itself the product of
disciplinary technologies”. Academic writing thus conceived is no longer the
“unselfconscious designation of a place where the life of the other can be objectively
investigated” (Turner 1989:14). Rather, it represents a site where the self is
“assimilated into disciplinary technologies”, where experience is better understood as
the “articulated expressions” of the more “generalised practices of disciplining both
individuals and populations” (Turner 1989:13). This line of argument is a telling one
for this thesis. Rather than reading Swales’s (1990) notion of the academic discourse
community as monolithic, the social relations of the discourse community can be read
to constitute a framing of the lives of potential and actual subjects along institutional
lines. Research into academic literacy thus forms an intersection between the interests
of the inquirer and the life of the subject, and opens this field to new means of enquiry
(Turner 1989:14).
3.2.2

The characteristics of academic discourse communities

Higher education disciplines, in particular professional disciplines, appear to be
distinct occupational groupings or communities, with surprisingly varied means for
admission, and even more complex arrangements for membership. Most require an
extended period of higher education, hence the importance of academic literacy in
facilitating processes of professional education and credentialism. Swales’s (1990:247) discourse community characteristics can be taken as both abstract-cultural as well
as concrete-local referents or markers of the target community.
In distinguishing between professional communities, the most significant structural
distinction can be found in the standing and authority of their controlling bodies.
Admission to some professional disciplines is controlled in Australia by State
government legislation, which normally sets out general requirements for the
registration of practitioners and establishes a board or council that administers these
requirements (Moodie 1997). The registration board is also normally responsible for
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maintaining minimum standards of professional conduct and disciplining practitioners
who breach those standards. Examples of professional communities regulated by
statute in Queensland are architecture, law, nursing, medicine and psychology.
Admission to other professions has no State legal mandate, but is achieved by
satisfying the requirements of the relevant professional association or registration
board: For example, accountancy, computer science, engineering, librarianship, social
work and, in most states, teaching.
For universities, a telling issue is the nature of the approval process that the
registration board or professional association uses to recognise courses as satisfying
the academic requirements for admission of graduates to the profession. Architecture,
engineering and medicine have rigorous procedures. The relevant body sets out the
knowledge, skills and attributes that students should acquire as an explicit
competency. In turn, these bodies require universities to prepare a detailed course
portfolio, and visit each member university to inspect programs, review exam papers,
consult students and interview and profile faculty staff. Professional communities
such as law and nursing have less extensive course approval processes, checking only
that core areas of knowledge are covered and that the course is taught by staff of
‘good standing’ in the professional community.
Another set of features that distinguish between the professions is the detail with
which they specify course content as a prerequisite to member accreditation. The
Higher Education Council reports that social work has the most restrictive curriculum
prescriptions of current disciplines under review (HEC cited in Moodie 1997). From a
student perspective, initial consideration for community membership is the
competitiveness of entry requirements to the course, which in turn signifies and
identifies restrictions on community membership. There are considerable differences
between the professions, with admission to pre-registration courses in medicine and
law amongst the most competitive of all higher education courses, while admission to
engineering, nursing and teaching are amongst the least competitive (Moodie 1997).
These pre-registration courses vary in length from three years or less for accountancy,
computing, and nursing; four years in most states for teaching; and up to five years or
more for dentistry, medicine and veterinary science.
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A further critical distinction for students is whether admission to a professional
community is automatically granted after completing academic course requirements,
or whether an additional period of professional practice or examination is required.
The pre-registration course is the only substantive requirement for admission to
computing, nursing, engineering, veterinary science and membership of the
Australian Society of Certified Practicing Accountants (Moodie 1997). At least two
years of approved professional experience is required for admission to the Institute of
Chartered Accountants of Australia, and for admission to architecture and
psychology.
Chartered accountants and architects also require the satisfactory completion of a
practical examination prior to entry.
As Table 3.1 (below) suggests, in Australian higher education institutions there is no
consistent typology of the governance requirements for the professions. Some that
involve long academic courses require no further preparation for admission. Others
require additional structured professional experience and examinations.

Some

programs regulated by State bodies have rigorous course approval processes; others
do not. Some professions require rigorous course approval processes and specify
general academic requirements, while other professions have less rigorous course
approval processes, but specify course content and academic collaboration in more
detail. From this analysis it is possible to conclude that professional disciplinary
communities share some common characteristics (Swales 1990). These same
communities also experience tensions, discontinuities, and conflicts as to their makeup, and these in turn provide the framework around which the boundaries of different
communities are built. Implicit in this analysis is the fact that there can be no such a
thing as an over-aching discourse community within higher education given its
current configuration, but that boundaries can over time lose and gain consensus
amongst community members (Swales 1990). For this reason there is both
convergence and divergence within and across the boundaries of discourse
communities.
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Table 3.1 - The Requirements of Professional Bodies Placed on Academic
Discourse Communities
Profession

Advisory
Commit
tee

Approva
l

Course
Review

Curric
ulum
Design

Teaching
Practical

Teaching
Placement

Assessment

Exams

Influence
on Quotas

Accountancy

✔

✔

✔

✔

Architecture

✔

✔

✔

✔

Computing

✔

✔

✔

✔*

Engineering

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

Law

✔

✔

✔*

✔

✔

Medicine

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

Nursing

✔

✔

✔

Physiotherapy

✔

✔

✔

✔

Psychology

✔

✔

✔

✔

Social Work

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

Teaching

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

Veterinary
Science

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

*only limited involvement reported in this activity

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔*

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

✔

(Source: Moodie 1997)

This fluidity is often lost in a taxonomic approach to analysing the practice of
academic writing. Implicit in professional requirements is a hierarchy of relations,
suggesting that the writing practices of the disciplinary expert have little relationship
to those of the novice, given differential roles, identities and status. The value of
discourse communities to this project is not that they are capable of producing a
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taxonomy of their characteristics for study, but that they “uncover in increasing
degrees of subtlety and sophistication of the social processes at work in such
communities” (Ivanic 1997:82).
What can be learned from the data presented in Table 3.1 is that transparent and
traditional discourse communities within the academy are constituted by a range of
values, assumptions about practice, and practice itself. Individuals, even at the most
explicit level, have to begin the negotiation of a discoursal identity from within the
range of possibilities that are supported by current community orientations, and
inscribed in that community’s communicative and professional practices. Table 3.1
shows the degree to which community practices can and do define social groups
within the broad academic discourse community. For student writers, it becomes easy
to assume that these practices constitute the status quo, and that these same practices
are evidence of community membership and uptake. The outcome of this selection
process is that the individual may adopt multiple identities in the mediation of
different disciplinary fields, and that multiple identities may reside simultaneously
within the one individual. Discourse communities in this way constitute the social
element in the social construction paradigm, and are central to this thesis.
Membership of, and identification with the values and practices of one or more
communities is the means by which a writer constructs and selects a discoursal
identity.

3.3

THE ACADEMIC COMMUNITY - LINKING SOCIAL
IDENTITY, DISCOURSE AND LITERACY.

Social scientists have turned their attention to the concept of discourse as a mediating
frame in the social construction of identity. As previously argued, academic
discourses are the sites in which identity is manifest (Ivanic 1997; Fairclough 1992).
Discourse is a shorthand term for a complex descriptor, involving the use of language,
but also involving much more than language. Discourse refers to a representational
process, and has much to do with the processes of producing and receiving culturally
recognisable and ideologically shaped representations. The argument runs that people
take on particular identities by producing and receiving culturally recognised and
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ideologically shaped representations (Fairclough 1992; Gee 1990). Academic
discourse presents a special category in this kind of analysis.
Chapter Two of this thesis suggested that the ‘process’ view of writing is one that has
framed institutional understandings of academic writing. The student is positioned as
a performer (Goffman 1969) whose task it is to undertake patterns of membership
display that relate to his or her target communities. Chapter Two also indicated that
this view of academic writing, and of the writer, is inadequate as an account of the
‘social’ and mediational aspects of writing. The writer is not so much a performer in
the process of producing academic text, but is more of a character in the ‘enterprise’
of the discourse community (Goffman 1969).
3.3.1

The discoursal construction of self

Halliday’s notion of language as a social semiotic (1994) conveys important
principles about the nature of discourse in general, and more specific to this project,
the 'spatial' and 'temporal' nature of academic discourse:
• language is one of many sign systems that convey meaning;
• language is integrally bound with meaning, and all linguistic structures/forms can
be linked to the meaning they convey; and,
• the notion of the social semiotic suggests that language is context dependent in two
ways, the first being the context of situation (where language resides) and the
second being the context of culture (how language is used).
The metaphor of the social semiotic provides a productive framework for analysing
the socio-cultural construction of language. This framework specifies three functions
of language within a social-semiotic frame, which, taken together, act to produce and
provide the mechanism for the reception of meaning.
•

The first of these is ‘ideational meaning’ or the ideas, content and subject matter
conveyed by language.

•

This operates simultaneously with ‘interpersonal meaning’, which according to
Halliday captures the dynamic ‘meaning’ relations between the writer and reader,
or speaker and hearer of language.
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•

A third meaning function performed by language is the ‘textual function’ that
operates to facilitate cohesion between meaning functions with the overriding aim
being to make meanings ‘hang together’.

In suggesting that the ‘self’ is something that is manifest in discourse, this thesis
points to identity first, and foremost, as a construct of the values and beliefs a student
brings to writing. These beliefs convey the ideational meaning behind students’ texts.
Identity is also, in part, a product of an individual’s relations, status and position
within a discourse community, placing emphasis on the interpersonal meaning they
are able to convey through the construction of text (Ivanic 1997:12). A third
component of social identity in a discourse community is a student’s orientation to
language use, and the implications this has for cultural constructions of text and
textual meaning. In producing and receiving disciplinary representations of academic
literacy, a range of possibilities, identities or positions are available to the student
writer (Malcolm 1996). The way in which academic literacy constructs and conveys
all three aspects of social identity for writers is the subject of this thesis.
Fairclough (1995; 1992) extends this social view of language to account for what he
calls the two types of realities represented by text: these are the ‘social reality’
(Halliday’s ideational function), and the reality of ‘social relations and identities’
(Halliday’s interpersonal function). Between these two realities lie the processes of
production and interpretation of texts. Chapter Two introduced the social
constructivist view of text as a process of self-representation, and in doing so pointed
to the sort of interaction through discourse which Goffman (1969) argues captures the
writer as a performer, and as a character within the one text (Ivanic 1997). The writer
as performer is implicit in the text, and is a useful construct for compiling data about
the characteristics of the writing being done. The writer-as-character is a valuable
dimension for analysing academic discourse, as it connects the wider social context of
the discourse community to the words on the page through the frames of the writer,
and contributes to the writing of identities into texts.
Fairclough (1992) emphasises the way in which the values, beliefs and practices
integral to cultural contexts constrain what can be said in a particular instance, and the
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role of language in maintaining and contesting values, beliefs, practices and territory
within particular cultural contexts. The literacy event draws on cultural conventions,
and in doing so, can be said to contribute to certain values, beliefs and practices
whilst constraining and opposing others. It can therefore be argued that the literacy
event contributes to the future cultural life of each competing discourse position, by
reproducing or resisting each in the ongoing process of social change (Bahktin 1986).
The concluding theme here is that discourse, and therefore identity, is placed within
the social context of “fluctuating institutional and cultural values” (Ivanic 1997:44).
Written discourse thus contributes to processes of social change, and has direct, and
indirect, implications for the construction of the self. It is particularly significant
“because the ways societies categorise and build identities for their members is…
how they work, how power relations are imposed and exercised, how societies are
reproduced and changed” (Fairclough 1992:168). Language is socially and culturally
constructed in processes of interaction through text, text-to-text, face-to-face, gesture,
representation, self-representation and the like. In this regard, the cultural aspects of
language use and practice are transitive in nature, constantly at the fore, drawn from
competing perspectives and continuously contested.
The heterogeneity of discourse is expressed through both conventions of genre and
discourse (Fairclough 1992; Kress 1989). Conventions of genre are normally
associated with Halliday’s interpersonal function, stressing the social context and
purpose of language in use (Ivanic 1997). Conventions of discourse are not situation
dependent, but refer more to Halliday’s ideational aspects of language. This
distinction illustrates how genres are grounded in the complex of relations between
students and academic staff, expressed as institutional purposes, roles and
relationships. Discourses on the other hand are ideational, and stem from subject
content and ideologies. Identity is mediated by discourse: by making discourse
choices writers are positioning themselves in relation to certain subject matter, and
ideologies. Fairclough (1992:104) describes this process of making discourse moves
or choices as ‘interdiscursivity’, and suggests that this accounts for the way in which
student writers draw on the range of resources that they have available to them as
past, present and future possibilities.
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3.3.2

Inventing the self – identity and social possibilities

The notion of ‘inventing the university’ (Bartholmae 1985) through the academic
writing process is therefore a telling one for this thesis. Not only is the university the
product of invention, but so too is the identity of the individual writer. Ivanic
(1997:23) details four aspects of writer identity presented in Table 3.2. These aspects
of writer identity are relevant to this thesis, as each is constructed along the lines of a
past, present and future possibility continuum.
Table 3.2 - Four Aspects of Writer Identity
Aspects of identity of
writer related to the
social reality of text
production & interpretation
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL SELF
DISCOURSAL SELF

Aspects of writer identity tied
to the social relations and
identities of text production
& interpretation
POSSIBILITIES FOR
SELFHOOD

SELF AS AUTHOR

Ivanic 1997:23
The split between the social reality and the social relations and identities (Fairclough
1992) of the writer follows a certain logic. Each individual writer can be considered
both as a person engaged in the act of writing, the social reality, and as a person
shaped by and ‘inventing’ the social relations and identities of the text.

The

‘autobiographical self’ reflects what Bourdieu (1991) termed the linguistic ‘habitus’,
a person’s “sense of their roots, or where they are coming from” (Ivanic 1997:24).
This aspect of writer identity is relevant to this thesis because:
•

it makes explicit reference to the life-history of the writer, their primary literacy
frames, and;

•

it identifies how access to discourse positions may have been socially enabled or
constrained through past experiences.
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The ‘discoursal self’ recalls Goffman’s (1969) notion of the writer-as-character within
a particular text (Ivanic 1997). The discoursal self is mediated by writer perceptions
of, and identification with the values, beliefs, practices of the context, discipline or
community in which the writing event is staged. Aspects of the identity of the
discoursal self that relate to this thesis include:
•

describing the discourse and community characteristics of academic writing;

•

identifying the social and ideological consequences of these characteristics for
writer identity and,

•

locating which (local and extra-local) factors lead writers to position and align
themselves with certain discursive positions.

The ‘self as author’ is, according to Ivanic (1997), a relative concept in that all writers
see themselves as authors, but some writers are more sensitive than others in terms of
owning or voicing a textual position. Yet, the ultimate position a writer assumes may
well be tied to autobiographical, discursive as well as self-as-author influences. These
three aspects of writer identity change through the evolution of writing practice. The
autobiographical self is evolving constantly; similarly, a writer may construct a
different discoursal self when moving from the demands of one text to another, and
may articulate different aspects of ‘voice’ in moving from one writing event to
another. What separates the fourth aspect of identity, possibilities for selfhood, from
the previous three is that aspects of identity related to socially available ‘positions for
self-hood’ change more slowly over time (Ivanic 1997:29). ‘Possibilities for selfhood’
exist largely as a temporal dimension within any social setting, in that these are
positions which do not belong to individuals, but which are social spaces shaped by
institutional contexts and processes. One way of occupying a subject position is by
writing. In any academic institution there are many socially available possibilities, or
in this case forms or ways of being literate and doing literacy. Some ways of being, or
forms of cultural capital, will be privileged over others (Bourdieu 1991). Social,
cultural and institutional possibilities for selfhood shape all three aspects of writer
identity.
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3.3.3

Literacy as institutional currency

Within the faculty, different social groups have differential access to the subject
positions described by institutional discourses. The autobiographical selves that
emerge are unlikely to have equal social status within the academic institution. In
order to understand how symbolic power operates and is reproduced in and through
social relations, Bourdieu (1991:24) raised the need to examine how it is that, in
different markets and fields,
institutionalised mechanisms have emerged which tend to fix the
value accorded to different products, to allocate these products
differentially and to inculcate a belief in their value.
From such an interpretive position, institutional realities appear as partial,
inconsistent, fragmented and complex. Furthermore, from a critical stance, not all
descriptions of the world carry equal value. This process is apparent within the higher
education system, which as a subset of all education systems, involves forms of
objectification in which culturally desirable formal credentials and qualifications act
to create and sustain inequality (Thompson cited in Bourdieu 1991:25). Opportunities
for self-hood are not equally available to all community members, but are contingent
on the shifting economy of the higher education system, and the systems on which it
is reliant, and which it serves. Competition and symbolic power are central to the
academic institution itself, where, as previously stated, identity is likely to be multiple
and shifting. Some student writers are likely to experience a sense of betrayal, when
they are delegitimated by the apparent economy of the system.

3.4

ASPECTS OF WRITER IDENTITY RELATED TO
IDEOLOGIES OF KNOWLEDGE-MAKING

3.4.1

Ideology as a basis for knowledge-making

The line of argument presented thus far suggests that the mediation of academic
discourse is not a simple matter of acquiring disciplinary knowledge. As stated
earlier, writers take on discourse preferences as their life experiences and values
change, moving between particular discourse positions in response to the demands of
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different reader-communities and acts of writing. Most writers, whilst cognisant of
discourses of status and believing in their power, are also resistant to them in some
way.
Wertsch’s (1991) metaphor of the tool-kit is useful for explaining the transition
process by which people move between the range of ‘discourse resources’ available to
them. Individual writers have at their disposal an array of ‘mediational means’ (read
took-kit) by which ‘mediated action’ (read patterns of choice) will enable movement
between discourse positions and opportunities. A social-construction frame points to
the problematic assumption that all ‘tool-kits’ are of equal size, complexity and value.
Given the diverse circumstances, backgrounds and experiences of people, some toolkits contain more ‘statusful tools’ than others. The same can be said for ‘patterns of
choice’, but here Wertsch (1991) introduced the concept of ‘privileging’ to describe
why the dominant paradigm is the most appropriate within a particular socio-cultural
setting. Possibilities for choice within the discourses of academic writing are not
open-ended. They reside not within the individual but within the texts of the
institution, and are often the result of “fleeting, subtle, complex subconscious
processes” outside the control of the writer (Ivanic 1997:54). Both the need to select
a writing identity, and the possibilities for selection are socially constructed.
3.4.2

Identifying a traditional ideology on academic writing

Ivanic (1997:303) provides a list of the representational perspectives that she and
other researchers have identified in relation to the nature of intellectual activity,
knowledge and knowledge-making in higher education institutions (Table 3.3). In
making discourse choices, Wertsch (1991) points out that the writer is engaged in the
process of choosing and moving between textually constructed ideologies, all of
which are distinguishable by the ‘representational perspectives’ that these ideologies
convey. Past attempts to capture the dominance of one ideology of writing over
another in higher education have been extensive, and tend to identify a parallel story
of ‘normal’ compared with ‘oppositional’ frameworks for academic writing (Lea
1994; Clark 1992; Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule 1986). The extension of
such an analysis is to conclude that the cultural contexts that sustain ‘traditional’
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ideological views on what-counts-as-academic-writing, and the patterns of privilege
among them, can be taken to represent the ideology of the particular institution of
higher education.
In Table 3.3 the representational aspects of academic discourse privileged within the
academy appear on the right hand side of the table. This framework is not intended to
be read as a statement of the conclusive qualities of academic discourse. Rather, it can
be relied upon as a means of understanding the nature of academic writing and the
particular ideological positions open to student writers as features of text. Each of
these features is in principle independent of each other, although those on the right
hand side of Table 3.3 would cluster together as recognisable ‘normal’ representations
of what-counts-as-academic-writing (Ivanic 1997). Those on the left of Table 3.3
would cluster together as relatively ‘oppositional’ representations of what-counts-asacademic-writing (Ivanic 1997; Lea 1994; Clark 1992; Belenky et al 1986).
It can be seen from Table 3.3 that traditional constructions of academic endeavour
ascribe positivist characteristics to the outcomes and process of producing academic
text. This is evident in leanings towards authority, objectivity, impersonality, the
closed nature of the writing task, author neutrality and the exclusiveness of
disciplinary language and conventions. The tool-kit (Wertsch 1991) for academic
writing contains an identifiable array of ‘mediational means.’ The so-called
oppositional frames of academic writing exist as a result of contests over the meaning
of academic literacy. These largely reflect feminist opposition to traditional views on
the social purpose of literacy (Ivanic 1997; Carfagna 1995; Belenky et al 1986).
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Table 3.3 Alternative Knowledge-making Paradigms in Higher Education
relatively oppositional

Relatively conventional

dismissing established
authorities

revering established
authorities

subjective

objective

recognising personal

impersonal

experience as relevant

dismissing personal
experience

constructivist

positivist

organic, open-ended,

linear, conclusive

provisional, exploratory

expository.

committed

neutral

co-operative

competitive

accessible

exclusive

Ivanic (1997:304)
Belenky et al (1986) describe a detailed interview study of 135 women of diverse age
and experience. These interviews reveal what the authors describe as five
epistemological positions, or Ways of Knowing: silence, received knowing, subjective
knowing, procedural knowing and constructed knowing. The last two posited
categories provide some insight into the oppositional frames of reference detailed on
the left side of Table 3.3. Belenky et al (1986) describe procedural knowing as a kind
of competitive disciplinary playing field, in which the rules governing disciplinary
membership become instruments for academics, in an esoteric, highly specialised and
largely disconnected frame of reference (Carfagna 1995). Categories such as
committed, accessible, co-operative, open-ended and embracing of personal
experience are used by Belenky et al (1986) to contest the representational aspects of
the traditional university setting. In constructed knowing, the learners view
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themselves as a part of their ‘holistic’ world, valuing connections and applications in
collaborative settings (Carfagna 1995:56). This is achieved through mediating the
discourses of academic literacy. Hence, the left column categories in Table 3.3 are
deemed to be relatively oppositional to those categories cited in the right column,
which in turn are regarded as relatively conventional in the university setting.
In using perspectives represented in Table 3.3, this thesis has drawn a conceptual
frame around how writers position themselves by the discourse types they draw upon.
Student writers are constrained in this process, both by the limited array of discourse
types to which they have access, (their present tool-kit) and by the relative values the
institution of higher education places upon their writing. They for the most part aspire
to participate in the discourse of academic writing, but as Gee (1990) suggests they
are often colonised by it, and come to occupy subordinate or receiver roles within the
academic community of writers. The choice to align oneself as a writer with the
dominant representational aspects of the discourse is a complex one. It involves
affective, cognitive and emotional work; it is often an act of compliance. Business
students as subjects are often moving from one discourse into another. Multiple
identities provide for insider and outsider status grounded in different disciplines,
situations and times. And, disciplinary discourses are not monolithic, but tend more
often than not to merge with one another. The diversity of socially available options
for the self is a characteristic of what Giddens (1991: 3) terms the ‘late modern age’.
It is “embedded in institutional contexts”, “reflexively made” and achieved amidst “a
puzzling diversity of available options” (Giddens 1991: 3). The self is constituted not
only by the life-history of an individual but also through the discoursal interpretation
the individual puts forward in their writing, hence Ivanic’s (1997) claim that the self
is 'doubly socially constructed'.
3.4.3

Describing what-counts-as-academic-writing

Representational factors related to academic writing provide an important focus for
this thesis, as they enable an examination of academic writing as a site around which
aspects of identity can be related to ideologies of knowledge-making. Drawing on
Ivanic’s (1997) work, the following analysis proposes the following relationship in
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terms of knowledge about academic literacy.
Al = f (Au, Oj, Im, Dp, Lc, Po, Ex, Ne, Co, Ec)
where:
Al = Academic Literacy.
f

= It is a function of.
Au = It recognises established authority.
Ob = It stresses the objectivity of the writer.
Im = It features an impersonal narrative.
Dp = It is dismissive of personal experience.
Lc = It contains linear and conclusive development of argument.
Po = It reflects positivist conventions.
Ex = It has an expository aim.
Ne = It appears neutral with low authorial commitment.
Co = It is competitively and individually formed.
Ec = It is exclusive to a definable community of users.

This relationship posits a finite range of ‘subject positions’, capturing the interplay
between writer’s sense of self, their life experience, and the shared reality they
construct through their academic writing. The identity presented in academic text
often contrasts with the values, beliefs and literacy practices students have developed
outside formal education. Thus the academic text represents crucial moments in
which the writer is placed at 'social risk' through engagement in the academic practice
of writing. To both the writer and the communities they write into, this represents a
particular and potential form of 'crisis'.

3.5

THE CRISIS IN LITERACY - HIGHER EDUCATION

3.5.1

Connecting literacy, schooling and education

Graff (2000:13) comments on the notion of the literacy crisis. In dismissing it as
unhelpful, he suggests:
Among those signs of our times are tireless but tiresome claims of
ubiquitous ‘crises’ of education, higher and lower, of mathematics
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and science, of the humanities and social sciences, of literacy
functional and other, indeed, of cultures, polities, and orders and
economies, national and international. Not only are these threads
densely intertwined, but they are highly relevant to discussions of
literacy attainment and standards. Sadly, they typically confuse the
debate more than they provide useful or heuristic contexts for
understanding.
In locating the crisis mentality as a social phenomenon, Graff (2000:13) argues that
crises in literacy “at least putatively accompany” those of more elevated learning. In
this way, universities readily serve as “attractive targets assigned responsibility and
blame in difficult, confusing times” where levels of literacy abilities serve
simultaneously as longstanding “targets for wholesale criticism rather than central
sources of failure or, for that matter, successful transformations” (Graff 2000:12).
This trend, apparent more recently in the Aspects of Literacy Survey (ABS 1996), is
not a new one. Graff (2000) identifies a rhetorical discourse of ‘crisis’ and ‘decline’,
and traces its presence and visibility back to the age(s) of Progress and
Enlightenment. Among literacy's multiple and intertwining strands, Graff (2000:13)
isolates three for examination as sites of ‘crisis’, each reflexively and historically
located within the intersecting discourses of literacy and ‘crisis’. These include:
(i) Elementary or basic literacy, the product of standardised, objective
tests that presume to measure quantitatively and comparatively
schooled and/or functional reading and writing abilities.
(ii)Recurrent association between the presumed condition of literacy,
and its close connection with the personal moral, attitudinal, and
behavioural characteristics which capture the condition of
civilisation; and:
(iii)The recently proliferating ‘new literacies’ which go beyond
traditional notions of what literacy might entail – science,
numeracy, graphicacy, cultural, historical, emotional, moral,
environmental, television and food literacies.
Implicit in these three strands of literacy are the taken for granted connections
between basic literacy, reading and writing, and schooling and education. These
connections, according to Graff (2000:13), are both historically produced and derived,
have functioned as “assumption, presumption, expectation, sometimes inflated to the
level of theory,” but are more commonly accepted as “received wisdoms” or truth.
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Perceived as the “concrete consequences of human action, including its historical
course”, these assumptions underwrite the relations of institutional arrangements,
everyday practices, policy construction, and terms of evaluation (Graff 2000:13). The
following discussion applies this analytic frame to the field of academic literacy.
3.5.2

The cultural value of literacy

Wickert (1992) highlights the interrelatedness of culture and literacy. As literate
people we use printed and written information to function, to achieve goals and
develop our potential. The material objects we create, the ideas we hold, and the
actions we take are the consequences of the social construction of our particular
situations. These are cultural artefacts, and represent the immediate relations of daily
life. As such, they shape generalised institutional/community reality orientations in
subtle and unseen ways. Consequently, these same artefacts inevitably reinforce and
reproduce the constellations of power and influence within our respective
communities and institutions (Bourdieu 1991). In what is currently a performancedriven policy climate, a heavy emphasis has been placed on the commodity value of
literacy. Reid and Mulligan (1996:1) argue that this happens despite the fact that not
much is known about the details and current culture of literacy practices in Australian
universities, and how these are inflected by “different disciplinary areas and crosscultural factors”. As Chapter Two indicates, there remains a distinct lack of consensus
over the meaning of literacy in higher education communities.
The concept of a literacy crisis in our university system has therefore attracted
growing press (Candlin et al 1996; Garcia 1995; Jackson 1995; Prosser & Webb
1994). So too has an analysis of what has caused this perceived fall in academic
literacy standards. This debate is enacted between two key positions. One of these
holds a rhetorical view of literacy as a somewhat natural and procedural outcome of
the higher educational process. This view further positions literacy within an
oppositional framework of deficit cultural and linguistic models (Ballard & Clanchy
1991; Beasley 1988; Santos 1988; Saville-Troike 1984; Biggs & Collis 1982). A
second view evokes a rationalist agenda of global commodity export opportunities
(Storey 1996; Kemp, cited in Storey 1996; Ainsley & Long 1995; Higher Education
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Council 1992). Behind these arguments and their rebuttals, lie assumptions about
literate persons as uniform members of the academy.
3.5.3

Literacy crises within the university

The Federal Minister for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs
(DEETYA), Dr David Kemp, identified the significance of the higher education
sector to the national economy. With an annual growth rate of 21% from 1990 to
1997, tertiary education has attained the highest growth for any export industry,
earning as much as 9% of Australia’s total service exports (Kemp cited in Storey
1996:31). The global commodity value of tertiary education underlies this rhetoric,
and enables policy-makers to construct a market discourse for the widespread
consumption of Australian university education. Reid and Mulligan (1996) argue that
in doing so, the academy constructs its students as uniform members, despite a
growing awareness of the cultural, gender and linguistic diversity they present. On the
one hand students’ literacy deficits are constructed as a major contributor to a decline
in 'academic standards', while the cultural, gender and linguistic diversity of the
student population is held out as evidence of the scale of decline. Institutional
responses to the perceived literacy crisis have simultaneously embraced the economic
imperative underlying mass education, but have remained scornful of the service
obligation it brings.
Addressing the discourse of ‘crisis and decline’ at a theoretical level, contemporary
literacy theory has embraced three theoretical frameworks in its move away from a
traditional uni-dimensional view of literacy; namely critical social theories, discourse
and textual studies, and ethnographic research methodologies (Smith 1988). These
three frameworks are used to make visible the means by which institutions value
certain literacy practices over others, practices which support the 'world' of order
required by the institutions themselves (Gee 1990). Dominant literacy practices
become entrenched as institutional practice, while others become peripheral. These
theoretical frameworks allow literacy theorists to acknowledge the manner in which
language works in oppositional contexts in which there are contests related to, but not
restricted by gender, ethnicity and class issues (Bernstein 1990). The meaning and
therefore the ideology of academic literacy are keenly contested at the faculty site.
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Evidence of the different discourses at work in the higher education sector is strong,
and is illustrated by a lack of consensus over the meanings of key terms, agendas and
purposes. A report by the Higher Education Council (1992) based on a Business
Higher Education Round Table survey, suggests that labour market interests attribute
greatest emphasis to written and oral communication as a core graduate skill. The
majority of business academics see written and oral communication skills as only fifth
in order of importance in their taxonomy of desirable graduate skills (Illing 1994). As
shown earlier in this chapter, employers are speaking to tertiary practitioners through
the professions to create better conditions for the acquisition of communication
literacy skills within the academy. When contrasted with student perspectives, this
highlights something of a paradox. Ainsley and Long (1995:6) argue that six in seven
students believe their academic literacy skills are improved through degree program
studies. In other words, student writers report that literacy skill enhancement is
already happening within higher education institutions. What is taken from this
analysis is the knowledge that literacy as practice is subsumed within a network of
institutional relations. If there is in fact a literacy crisis, then the question needs to be
asked if there is but one crisis in action, or if this presumed crisis is an amalgam of
many crises, woven into a broader institutional tapestry (Reid 1996).
3.5.4

Who gets the blame?

In the last forty years, while the Australian population has doubled, the number of
students enrolled at university increased by a factor of thirteen (McGraw 1992, cited
in Bogue & Saunders 1992). This represents an exponential increase in participation
rates, and proposes that the positioning of the literacy crisis is an attribute of the new
incumbents to the system. The widespread entry of non-traditional students into
Australian Universities is cited as evidence of the complexity of the literacy debate
(Reid 1996; Storey 1996). New cultures of students, who are from foreign nations, or
from equally ‘foreign’ socio-economic groupings, are bringing new traditions of
study, new concepts of knowledge, new levels of competition, and new forms of
discourse into their host institutions (Reid 1996). With the tertiary sector becoming
more client-focused, institutions are compelled to consider the value in adapting to,
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and learning the new discourses of its new clientele. In part, the ‘crisis in standards’
rhetoric has a structural explanation: Since the new, and more socially diverse higher
education communities do not have a uniform consensus on what ‘success’ in higher
education actually means, some portion(s) of its population will invariably regard the
situation as perennially in ‘crisis’.
Academics, employers and professional bodies stress the kind and number of generic
communication skills that students need in order to negotiate academic literacy within
a particular discipline at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels (Garcia 1995;
Jackson 1995). They speak of a growing recognition that an increased number of first
year students are “either educationally or socio-economically disadvantaged” and as
such enter university under-prepared and under-skilled in terms of requisite
communication and literacy skills (Higher Education Council 1992:45). Little has
been done from a research standpoint to problematise points of intersection between
the literacy specialist and the non-specialist in the process of translating and
developing academic literacy skills (Candlin et al 1996; Prosser & Webb 1994). This
cluster of capacities and activities in the broader areas of reading and writing needs to
be differently defined according to changing circumstances and situations. To this
end, attempts have been made at constructing competency-rating scales that serve as
indicators of the stages of language skills development (Baskin et al 1995; Griffin
1990). In reviewing such approaches, Withers (1990: 67) contends that what literacy
achieves as social practice
is perhaps too diverse to be measured … literacy development (and
occasional decay) operates in too many different contexts … to be
captured meaningfully by a discreet point scale.
Properly conceived, literacy is not just another important component of desirable
knowledge, nor is it merely one competency amongst many. It is the prime foundation
for the laying down of knowledge, and is a competency that underlies and secures all
major competencies (Reid 1996; Freebody 1992; Withers 1990).

3.5.5

Academic literacy - the context of the crisis

How then have members of the academy construed the ‘crisis’ of literacy and cultural
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difference? The establishment of competency standards lies at the heart of
institutional views of literacy. It is unfair to suggest that studies of competency
standards alone are responsible for reducing an understanding of literacy to a narrow
adherence to certain literate practices (Reid 1996:3). Such studies as that conducted
by Griffin (1990) and Baskin et al (1997) often provide a useful heuristic in helping
ascertain different and taxonomic levels of literate behaviour. They describe and
detail literacy as a basic capacity to use literacy skills to access communication and
information. They also elaborate a coherent definition of functional literacy to mean a
functional capacity to exercise literacy in the context of one’s work or disciplinary
context. At the top end of the literacy scale, higher order literacy skills involve
cultural and critical understanding, and a capacity to negotiate meaning through the
practice of literacy skills. The shortcoming of this profile or scale approach is that it is
unlikely to discriminate between literate habits and literate capabilities in higher
education settings (Reid 1996). Beyond the access threshold, literacy becomes
situation specific and relative, and accordingly needs to be used, adapted, and
extended continuously to enable a person to act on the language, rather be acted upon
by it.
In Chapter Two it was shown that the notion of the academic discipline, as a set of
practices, operates as a frame through which students come to accept the selection,
organisation, and sequencing of knowledge realised in the pedagogical frame
(Malcolm 1996). In terms of literacy practice this suggests that institutional notions of
academic literacy are free to move and shift in line with the desires of the disciplinary
pedagogue, and the goals of the learning community. This articulation enables the
academy to identify and narrate the parameters of the ‘literacy crisis’, and to construct
its essential geography.
What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the
fact that it doesn't weigh as a force that says no, but that it traverses
and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces
discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive network which
runs through the whole social body, much more than as a negative
insistence whose function is repression. (Foucault 1980: 119)
Foucault (1980) also helps an understanding of how powerful discourses on literacy
serve as a form of symbolic control through the ‘surveillance’, ‘training’ and
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‘normalisation’ of the individual through the processes of discipline and order.
Through the regulation of literacy practices a naturalised order has emerged in the
disciplinary communities, an order which has at its centre the uniform and universal
student, whom represents the archetypal literate person. In this way, the normalising
‘gaze’ of the institution is reflected in its discourses which, neither true nor false in
themselves, are able to produce the effects of truth, and in doing so legitimate and
privilege one reading of what-counts-as-academic-literacy above others.

3.6

THE LITERACY CRISIS – AN ALTERNATE FRAME

3.6.1

Interrogating institutional as opposed to individual practices

Jones (1989:29) posits an alternate theoretical framework to the one cited above.
Rather than urging student writers to enter, unquestionably, the naturalised writing
practices of the academy, she raises the need to ‘get inside’ learner interpretations of
literacy and learning as cultural constructions, to aid student understandings of the
socio-political nature and purpose of such constructions (see also Freebody 1992). In
other words, this is a call to practitioners to find a means to critically engage and
interrogate current institutional practices related to literacy and learning (Mc Laren
1995:18). The emerging result reflects a broad anthropological approach that
demands that a literacy and learning culture, as well as skills, be made explicit as part
of the learning process (Ballard & Clanchy 1988:8).
There is polarisation in the literature however, around the question of whether literacy
skills can be taught independently of the disciplines.

In Chapter Two, this

polarisation was captured in discussion of the ‘process’ and ‘social’ views of writing.
On the one hand ‘generalists’ contend that through the processes of logic,
argumentation or problem solving, a common or generic literate culture can be taught
independently of disciplinary bases (Biggs & Collis 1982; Perry 1970). On the other
hand, there are those who suggest that only the discipline, and the way the discipline
is taught, can (de)construct a literate culture that is essentially a social phenomenon.
To evidence this, McClosky (1994) contends that writing has a focus, therefore, the
‘need’ to write gives rise to a form that cannot be satisfactorily taught independent of
content (Nightingale 1988; Martin & Ramsden 1986). Form and style are therefore a
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product of the purpose of the writing task, the direction of the question, disciplinary
notions of the appropriateness of evidence and the relevance of methods for gathering
this evidence. These are not properties which disciplines (nor the professions) hold in
common (Elbow 1991; Taylor 1994). Educational institutions are ‘Balkanised’ sites
of knowledge construction, in which any focus on writing needs to give equal
weighting to questions of epistemology. This is an argument for the existence and
proliferation of new forms of literacy.
To illustrate this proliferation, Taylor (1994; 1990) dissects the concept of generic
literacy skills into two related but separate entities. One area involves the ‘mastery of
pre-defined technologies’, such as learning to use computer software packages, while
the other refers to ‘capabilities’ that are “aspects of understanding best practiced and
developed in a disciplinary context” (Taylor 1994:27). Graff (2000) argues that the
presumptions of an ‘elementary’ literacy, with a definitive social purpose (strong
literacy), are in fact giving ground to new conceptions of literacy within the academy.
This is the product of the many current debates in the field of literacy, cited by Graff
(2000) as debates around:
•
•
•
•
•

notions of language acquisition and usage;
the presumed consequences of literate as distinct from oral cultures;
relations of literacy to hierarchies of power and wealth as distinct to egalitarian
democracy;
literacy's contributions to developments economic, political, social; and,
questions around the status of ‘texts’.

The debates identified by Graff (2000) provide some background to the concept of a
‘literacy crisis’, painting literacy as an amalgam of many crises with reciprocal lines
of influence drawn at the site of the university. Street (1999) identifies three emergent
trends used to describe faculty/student relations around the acquisition of literacy
skills in higher education, and calls these the Study Skills, Academic Socialisation,
and New Literacies models. The study skills model pertains to those approaches and
practices identified in Chapter Two that attempt to fix problems with student writing
by emphasising aspects of grammar, rhetorical features and spelling (Street 1999:4).
The academic socialisation view features reader and discourse community
orientations to writing, stressing the ‘acculturation’ of the novice writer into
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established disciplinary practices and codes. In pointing out the failings of this
approach to developing academic literacy, Street (1999:4) concludes that it fails to
address the “deep language, literacy and discourse issues involved in the production
and representation of meaning”. The third approach identified by Street (1999:4 -5)
are the New Literacy Studies, which sees the literacy demands of the curriculum as
involving a variety of communicative practices, including “genre, fields and
disciplines”, and which sees student writing as “constitutive and contested rather than
as skills or deficits”. The New Literacy Studies view offers a way forward for this
thesis, in suggesting that some explanations for student writing frameworks can be
found in the complex of relations between faculty staff, and student writers.
If generic literacy skills and discipline specific capabilities are to be taken as
constitutive of the culture of the learning institution, then a means of examining these
within the lived relations of the university classroom is essential. Critically
interrogating the cultural markers of academic literacy, requires a different approach
to examining the familiar ‘object’ of literacy (Smith 1988; Dreyfus & Rabinow 1986).
Rather than addressing literacy as a procedural outcome and exploring the sociology
of access and participation, the key to understanding literacy is to explicate the actual
social processes and practices organising “people's everyday experience from a
standpoint in the everyday world” (Smith 1988:151). This means avoiding a
framework that begins with the categories of the dominant discourse. To better
understand academic literacy, it is first necessary to disclose how the subjective world
is organised, and how this form of organisation is articulated “to the social relations
of the larger social and economic process” (Smith 1988:152). In the context of this
study, this means being able to disclose for certain groups of students and staff, how
their situations and literacy practices are organised and determined by social
processes outside the scope of the everyday world, and yet not readily discoverable
within it.

3.7 CONCLUSION - RECAPPING THE LITERATURE
This chapter connects a number of lines of inquiry to expand Chapter Two. Chapter
Two explored a range of definitions of literacy, and pointed to the predominance of a
‘functional literacy’ model and 'process' approach to writing practice in the faculty. In
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taking up the themes of the earlier chapter, Chapter Three presents a set of theories
that give rise to relations around matters of identity, discourse and literacy. These
relations are summarised in the following points:
(i)

Academic writing is a specific discourse, and discourse is a type of action that
denotes identity.

(ii)

Academic writing is therefore a form of social practice that is consequential to
student identity and aspirations. In the context of the business faculty, student
writers are likely to encounter discourses that differ from their own.

(iii)

Membership of the discourse community is mediated through the discoursal
choices writers make, and the subsequent positions with which they align.
Some of these positions are privileged above others, and not all writers have
access to the same complex of resources.

(iv)

In the process of producing academic writing, writers are confronted with a
range of available subject positions. Powerful discourses exert pressure for
writer-compliance, and institutional relations of power sustain these positions.

(v)

The reader/writer relationship is formative here. The effect of the writer’s
alignment on the faculty community will depend on uptake by the reader.
Local literacy practices at the faculty site are shaped by extra-local influences
eg; professional accreditation bodies, and job-market opportunities.

The chapter also considers aspects of identity related to ideologies of knowledge
making within the faculty, and proposes the following relationship in terms of
knowledge about academic literacy.
Al = f (Au, Oj, Im, Dp, Lc, Po, Ex, Ne, Co, Ec)
where:
Al = Academic Literacy.
f = It is a function of.
Au = It recognises established authority.
Ob = It stresses the objectivity of the writer.
Im = It features an impersonal narrative.
Dp = It is dismissive of personal experience.
Lc = It contains linear and conclusive development of argument.
Po = It reflects positivist conventions.
Ex = It has an expository aim.
Ne = It appears as neutral with low authorial commitment.
Co = It is competitively and individually formed.
Ec = It is exclusive to a definable community of users.
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This equation posits a hypothetical relationship between the features of literate
products and the academic community that produces them. Around this construct
contesting notions of literacy reside; contradictions and continuities characterise
literacy as an organising force within the academy (Graff 1986).
Chapter Three also examines the concept of a literacy crisis in higher education, and
documents the discourses of ‘crisis and decline’ that have been a feature of the
tertiary education system. This discourse of crisis has relied heavily on a functional
literacy discourse to describe levels of literacy competence and modes of practice as
academic writing. By focusing on academic literacy as an individual attribute, this
discourse constructs as deficit those deemed not to possess ‘adequate’ levels of
literacy skills. The multiple approaches to literacy evident in the work of a number of
researchers (Street 1999; Ivanic 1997; Graff 1998;1986; Candlin et al 1996; Freebody
1992; Jones 1989; Smith 1988) have been shown to present a way forward in
understanding academic literacy as a situated practice. Literacy practices considered
in situ present a range of cross-disciplinary settings, and capture more accurately the
community functions literacy may in reality come to serve in the everyday lives of its
subjects.
Chapter Four of this thesis is the first of the method chapters. It outlines the
methodology applied to determine how student members of the business faculty go
about describing and producing good academic writing. In line with the literature
presented in Chapter Three, this method demonstrates how knowledge about
academic writing is socially constituted, and exists as a community expression of the
inter-subjective relations of its members.
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Chapter Four
Theorising Literacy as a Collaborative Community Practice
4.0

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

This chapter provides a methodological framework that enables investigation of what
student writers understand good academic writing to be. The methodology presented
elaborates the findings of Chapter Three, building on the premise that, while literacy
is often viewed as an objective attribute of the academic institution, it is primarily and
simultaneously an individual subjective, and inter-subjective experience.

This

chapter develops the project’s epistemological position, and extends this into a
discussion of how community knowledge about good academic writing is socially
constituted. Interpretive ethnography (Geertz 1983; 1973) is presented as an
appropriate research method for exploring how student members of the business
faculty produce and apply knowledge about academic literacy. In asking what is
understood to be good academic writing, the methodology presented allows for an
examination of the inter-subjectivity of the community (that which enables
collaborative knowledge-making), and the subjective differences that work against it.
The methodology is a means of capturing a community’s ideology, while making
space to articulate other sometimes silenced and different versions of what constitute
good academic writing. Interpretive ethnography is used to study the ways in which a
social group constructs and lives its particular, indigenous version of reality. This
chapter explains how interpretive ethnography can be used to explore how members
of a professional community go about producing and applying specialised knowledge
about writing. The aim of this methodology is to provide the researcher with the tools
to chart areas of inter-subjectivity and contest around what-counts-as-good-academicwriting. At the same time the discussion raises the caveat that use of this methodology
to study community knowledge-making needs to maintain a balance between
‘engagement with’ and ‘detachment from' the conceptual world under study.
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4.1

LOCATING SUBJECTS IN THE FIELD OF RESEARCH

In Chapter Two it was suggested that traditional research approaches in the field of
tertiary literacy objectify social process. The relations of academic writing are thus
conceived as ‘formal conceptual relations’ between ‘factors or variables’ expressing
the character of ‘social objects’ (Smith 1988:152). The student writer is taken to
interact with the academic community through his or her production of text, where
text becomes the naturalised means of exchange and performance. The ‘formal
conceptual relations’ that emerge from text-based interactions conceal a student subtext. They provide the framework through which people as text-based mythologies
relate and perform, and are therefore ruled and organised. The methodological
challenge here is one of reconstruction: as researchers we are confronted with the
question of how to create a knowledge of academic literacy that is essentially social,
and ‘for students’.
Street (1999) suggests that a social approach to literacy runs against the grain of
dominant discourses on literacy evident in both public institutions, and public policy
proclamations. In Chapter Three a description was offered of how faculty/student
relations around academic writing in higher education have traditionally been
expressed in terms of study skills or models of intellectual apprenticeship. The study
skills model fixes literacy as a ‘kind of pathology’ (Street 1999; Beazley 1997) within
a technical and instrumental system of communication. While some attention is
directed at the social context, this is done in a way that plots the good things about
dominant forms of literacy, and creates a deficit around those who fail to fit the brief.
The academic socialisation model is one of intellectual apprenticeship, loosely
anthropological in its efforts to make the culture of the organisation explicit. Again
this view of literacy in the academy is not ‘for students’, but charts the discourse of
psychological categories as the individual moves along a pre-determined continuum
of self-development to ultimately actualise as a member of the academic discourse
community.
To enlarge our understanding of academic literacy and student mediation of academic
discourse, Street (1999) argues that literacies, as social practice, ought to begin from
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where students are located as subjects. As literary subjects, students are located and
positioned through their everyday literacy practices, as well as the spaces constituted
by the rulings of the institution. Each person is an expert practitioner in his or her
everyday world, and it is this knowledge that provides the beginning of this inquiry
into what-counts-as-good-academic-writing. As Smith (1988) suggested, institutional
analysis explicates the ‘generalised bases’ of institutional experience, leading to a
deeper understanding of the ‘lineaments’ of individual experience that stem from a
common matrix of relations. Thus, to determine fully the ‘lived experience’ of
students’ writing into academic literacy, some account needs to be given of the
subjective meanings that individuals attribute to this process. Such an account
delineates the epistemological dimension of this study.

4.2

EPISTEMOLOGICAL POSITION

Epistemology helps set the methodological framework for this research project
(Babbie 1995). At the epistemological level, the outcomes of the project are subject
to the interactions between the researcher and the subjects of the research in progress.
These outcomes depend further upon researchers’ interpretation of the perspectives of
the researched, and any subsequent adjudication on matters of problematic
experience. Silverman (1993; 1985) stresses that a discussion of the theoretical basis
of research, and of what is meaningful to measure in the context of research, is
integral to debates about differing research methodologies.
Silverman (1993:21) identified two schools of ‘Social Science’, each associated with
“very different versions of research”. Conventional or positivistic social science, as
defined by Silverman (1993:21) is research which seeks to test correlations between
variables, suggesting it is possible for the researcher to examine phenomena, remain
detached from this phenomena, and exclude value judgements in the act of reporting
research. Conversely, interpretive social science, defined by Silverman [1993:21] as
research concerned with observation and description, proposes a constructivist
paradigm which suggests that the researcher is ‘impossibly’ linked to the subjects of
the study through the processes of interaction and interpretation. This is consistent
with Kant’s (1952) proposition that a priori knowledge sets the initial framework for
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understanding the sense data of empirical experience. An understanding of social
phenomena is subsumed within the Kantian concepts of mind and intuition, as subconscious abstractions by which people impose a meaning framework on their world
that is often subjective and irrational. Understanding is enhanced only through action,
hence the theoretical divide between knowledge and impression, competency and
habit. In terms of the construction of academic writing this is true of the gulf between
the autobiographical self and the discoursal self. Properly conceived, writing is an act
of self-representation in which the writer is compelled to forge an alliance from/with
existing frames of reference (Ivanic 1997; Goffman 1969). It is also a forging in the
pejorative sense, in that it masks the identity of the ideologies that underlie these
restricted possibilities for choice.
Kant’s (1952) epistemology is constitutive of interpretive social science, and assumes
that human behaviour is both problematic and complex, and is therefore at the polar
opposite to positivism. Although Silverman (1993) warned against the polarisation of
methodological camps (each has something to offer), this opposition is predicated on
two significant beliefs: First, scientific inquiry is not value-free, given the imposition
of human values; second, as subjects humans are free, rather than governed by the
laws of natural science. Hence, what emerges from these two points is a strong
epistemological argument for a more interpretive method of social science inquiry.
The nature of inquiry into problematic experience is determined by the relationship
between the researcher and the researched, and the values that subsume both as
interactants (Denzin 1970). Methodology is the means, therefore, by which the
researcher “acts upon the environment” (Denzin 1970:5). Research methods cannot,
in this framework, be conceived of as neutral instruments, “since they define how the
topic will be symbolically constituted and how the researcher will adopt a particular
definition of self vis-a-vis the data” (Silverman 1993:47). The interactive approach
advocated in this chapter accepts that the nature of inquiry into academic literacy is
value-driven, rather than value-free.
Silverman (1993:21) pointed to a major shortcoming of the positivist approach as its
“neglect of the social and cultural construction of the variables (it) seek(s) to
correlate”. It seems by implication and conclusion, that at the ontological level, the
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truth of problematic and non-problematic literacy experiences exists only within the
socially constructed reality of the individual student. A further property of the
constructivist paradigm is that it allows the researcher to acknowledge the chaotic
nature of social systems (Treleaven 1994) and the pressure that academic literacy
places on the individual in meeting institutional demands and conditions, while
critically reviewing changing practice in a changing world.

4.3

THE SOCIAL CONSTITUTION OF KNOWLEDGE

4.3.1

Blurring the boundaries in higher education

The theoretical and methodological notions outlined here make explicit this project’s
views about the nature of the social world. These same notions act as precursors and
rationales for the use of interpretive ethnography as the governing inquiry framework
for this chapter. In this light, it is important to elaborate what is implied through the
method of interpretive ethnography.
The term ‘institution’, and its variant ‘institutional’, are relied upon in the same
context as used by Smith (1988:160) to “identify a complex of relations forming part
of the ruling apparatus”, which are “organised around a distinctive function” and of
which the tertiary institution is one example. Smith (1988:160) discriminated between
the institution and the bureaucracy, claiming the concept of institution does not
identify a “determinate form of social organisation” … but rather an “intersection”
which reflects more than one lineament of the “ruling apparatus”. This line of
argument is important to this thesis, as it suggests that what is enacted as local
institutional level as literacy practice, has connections to extra-local lines of
influence.
To illustrate this point, it is possible to trace the chronology of state control and
regulation that has been a feature of Australian higher education prior to, and since
the early 1990’s in Australia. The overlap of professional forms of organisation and
formal education has intensified in recent times. Both are “interpenetrated by relations
of discourse of more than one order” (Smith 1988:160). In Smith’s (1988) terms,
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integral to the coordinating processes of these institutions are ideologies
systematically developed to reflect categories of structure (used to express relations),
categories of currency (to enable interchange), and a common set of values or beliefs
(to sustain, coordinate and support activity) (Bourdieu 1991; Smith 1988). Bartlett,
Knight and Lingard (1991) capture this discourse ‘of more than one order’ as a
‘metapolicy of corporate federalism’, a complex intersection between the discourses
of neo-corporatism, economic rationalism, new managerialism, and human capital.
Taken together these provide an impetus for increased government intervention in
new domains of public life, enabling government interests and processes to extend
into new fields of influence such as tertiary literacy. The discourse of functional
literacy, combined with the discourses of ‘crisis and decline’, has contributed to the
creation of a public agenda which claims in the ‘national interest’ to hold higher
education institutions accountable for the literacy capabilities of individuals and
communities.
4.3.2

The ethnographic ground of the project

Interpretive ethnography brings into focus the social relations people bring into being
through their actual practices. In this light it is an investigation, explication and
description of actual social practices and relations, related in this case to academic
literacy. Its methods must therefore be constrained by the nature of these relations,
and the practicalities of inquiry relative to these relations and practices (Smith
1988:160) An important aspect of interpretive ethnography is its capacity to engage
the problematic of the situated and everyday world. This in turn demands a strong
adherence to the perspectives and views of the subject, in this case the student, and a
disinclination to substitute these with the overriding framework of the researcher.
Students are the focus of this project. A detailed study of the everyday literacy
practices of the student is not likely to explicate the nature and kind of ‘extralocal’
influences that determine and shape everyday practice (Smith 1988: 161). Mapping
the local to the extralocal is an adjunct to the exercise of research, and is the
intersection by which the researcher enters to frame the project within the broader
field of social research. This captures literacy as ethnographic ground.
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Adopting Foucault’s (1980) and Smith’s (1988) line of reasoning into the tertiary
institution enables an understanding of academic literacy as an institutional
mechanism. It becomes possible to understand how literacy is used to fix the (spatial)
value of the student as a product of the university (process), and how these students
(temporally) are differentially marked and serviced by the system. In this light the
coordination of institutional processes is mediated ideology, the categories and
concepts of which express the relation of students’ literacies to the purpose of the
institution (Smith 1988). Interpretive ethnography demands that subjects themselves
constitute the observability and reportability of the research task. This means that the
researched actively engage in the construction of ‘local’ referents as categories and
concepts, which convey meaning to the researcher. When applied to the institutional
context, these descriptive practices form the observable, local practice as a dialectic
“between what members do in tending the categories and concepts of institutional
ideology” (Smith 1988:161).

The interpretive practices of students in analysing

literacy processes, which taken together bring academic literacy into being, constitute
the ethnographic ground of the research project.
4.3.3

Theorising knowing

Interpretive ethnography (Geertz 1973) is a methodology for studying the ways in
which a social group constructs and lives its particular, indigenous version of reality.
As such, interpretive ethnography offers a useful avenue for exploring how members
of the professional community go about producing and applying specialised written
knowledge. This is in part guided by the assumption that professional communities
create, through their discursive practices, the specific forms of knowledge they need
for carrying out their work (Swales 1990; Bazerman 1988). The discourse of such
communities is often multi-faceted, its writing blending with other symbolic forms
such as mathematical modelling, computer soft-systems management, diagrams and
econometric and representational modelling, as ‘literacy’ (Gee 1990). In applying a
social constructionist frame to the intellectual collaboration of the faculty’s students,
the knowledge-generating function of genre plays a special role in formalising student
literacy practices. Genre is an important mechanism in developing and sustaining the
shared practices and values of the academic community.
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Genres are the “intellectual scaffolds on which community-based knowledge is
constructed” (Berkenkotter & Huckin 1995:24). They are entrenched as “recurrent
ways of representing …. problem-solving and knowledge construction” (Schryer
1994: 106). They are embedded in the diverse activities of discourse communities, but
they also enable and co-ordinate the activities of the social groups they describe
(Giddens 1991). This is clearly true of the set of student writing practices which,
taken together, comprise academic literacy. Bazerman (1994) details the strategic
value of the genre set, an intertextually linked network of genres, that provides a
discourse community with an integrated rhetorical structure for creating and
circulating knowledge. This gives rise to the notion that genres embody ‘belief
systems’ (Bahktin 1981), and these beliefs systems need to be explicated and
examined as conceptual frameworks for the theories and assumptions that underlie
constructions of literacy practice.
From a cultural-historical perspective, the theory of distributed cognition (Salomon
1993) suggests that each institutional genre can be seen as an element in a broader
activity system. Here each acts as a localised sphere of collaborative endeavour where
progress is framed through interactions with physical settings, symbol systems,
analytical methods, technologies and structured social interactions. Taken in this
light, and as part of the larger process of knowledge and meaning-making,
institutional genres can be seen to function as vehicles of inter-subjectivity. They help
to establish a common conceptual ground among a number of individuals, who are
engaged, as students and staff, in different institutional roles and practices. Bazerman
(1994:146) suggests that such genres can be seen “to mediate between private spaces
of cognition and public spaces in which intersubjectivity is negotiated”, thus allowing
people in any common social space to collaborate in producing the knowledge and
meaning that the institution requires. This highlights the centrality of genre to
developing academic writing as a collaborative community practice. In this way,
knowledge construction is also a collaborative process, whereby student practice of
academic literacy is negotiated through a sequence of institutional texts and
interactions. This theoretical framework provides a broad insight into the textually
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mediated methods used by students in their construction of academic writing, and
how academic literacy is conceptualised and deployed by students as literacy practice.

4.4

INTERPRETIVE ETHNOGRAPHY - AN OVERVIEW

Broadly speaking, interpretive ethnography aims to map the network of shared
meanings that constitute reality within any discourse community (Geertz 1973).
According to Geertz (1973:5), interpretive ethnography is a “semiotic approach” to
understanding culture that enables “access to the conceptual world in which (our)
subjects live”. Achieving access means being able to focus on the accessible
symbolic forms of our subjects discourse (Geertz 1983:58). Relaying this is a matter
of providing a thick description of a specific community’s complex of discernible
signs, symbols and network of meanings. The role of the researcher is to first grasp
these and then interpret them:
searching out and analysing the symbolic forms - words,
images, institutions, behaviour - in terms of which, in each
place, people actually (represent) themselves to themselves and
to one another. (Geertz 1983:58)
These processes invariably contain systems as well as structures of meaning, which at
once appear “strange, irregular and inexplicit” (Geertz 1973:9). The researcher’s
interpretation of these symbols and systems involves integrating ‘experience-near’
and ‘experience-distant’ concepts. The experience-near concept is captured by Geertz
(1983:57) as being that which the subject “might …. use to define what he or his
fellows see, feel, think, imagine and so on, and which he would readily understand
when … applied by others”. The experience-distant concept is mediated within the
researcher, who as the analyst, experimenter (or) ethnographer, employs a “specialist”
method to forward their “scientific, philosophical or practical aims” (Geertz
1983:57).
The act of research therefore, is essentially about taking the subjects’ experience-near
concepts, and placing them in an ‘illuminating connection’ with the concepts of the
theorist, in order to capture a community’s meaning-making activities - its symbolic
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action. The result is a corresponding picture of social life:
able to produce an interpretation of the way a people lives
which is neither imprisoned within their mental horizons,….
nor systematically deaf to the distinctive tonalities of their
existence (Geertz 1983:57)
4.4.1

Interpretive ethnography applied

Interpretive ethnography provides a way of reading a community’s discourse, its
system of symbolic forms, and allows the researcher to produce an account of how
collaboration between community members gives rise to its complex of meaning
systems. Geertz (1983:156) outlines three principal methods that the researcher might
employ in working towards an account of knowledge-making, namely:
• the use of convergent data,
• the explication of linguistic classifications; and
• the examination of the life-cycle of the community.
Each of these three methods is relevant to the research aims of this thesis.
The use of convergent data involves the researcher in undertaking an examination of
the “descriptions, measures and observations which turn out to shed light on one
another for the simple reason that the individuals they are descriptions, measures and
observations of are directly involved in one another’s lives” (Geertz 1983:156-7). In
this way, each subject becomes a character in the other’s biographies. In terms of
academic literacy within the disciplinary and professional community of the business
student, the challenge of gathering convergent data lies in locating and recording
shared perspectives amongst its multiply connected users. Initial data-gathering for
this project targeted 175 students of the Commerce and Professional disciplines. The
first step in data-gathering asked these students to identify in open-text response what
they understood to be good academic writing. A systematic analysis of these
responses is then conducted, explicating the linguistic classifications students use to
capture and explain their literacy practices. From this complex of responses,
converging and diverging frames of data emerge.
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By the explication of linguistic classifications, Geertz (1983) is referring to the
practice of identifying the commonly employed terms students use in relaying stories,
descriptions and accounts of academic writing, and then using these as the base for
analysing where and how shared meanings emerge. This is done by focusing on key
terms which seem, when their meaning is explicated, to illuminate whole ways of
looking at the world. In this way the researcher is able to enter, and indeed “swim in
the stream” of subjective experience that is academic writing, gaining access to what
Geertz (1983:157) would term the “sorts of mentalities at work within”.
This project relies on linguistic classifications to form the basis upon which to code
and categorise students’ descriptions of good academic writing. These potentially
meaning-rich classifications are the subjective product of the students, and the focus
of analysis by the researcher. It is the role of the researcher to interpret and analyse
these classifications as symbolic artefacts of a multiply connected discourse
community.
This analysis leads finally to an examination of the life-cycle of the particular
community under study. Geertz’s (1983) third and final insight in developing an
account of the ‘intellectual villages’ of the discourse community refers to methods for
eliciting stories from the subjects of research, and then examining these as symbolic
artefacts. This requires the researcher to look at those subjects who occupy the
‘intellectual village’, and then examine the mental frameworks which inform the
“distinctive, life-cycle, age-structure tone” of the village-community, and the
structure of

“hope, fear, desire and disappointment” that permeates it (Geertz

1983:159-60).
For the business student, the intellectual village is embedded in the post-academy
world, a world that at times is able to exercise market hegemony over students’
learning processes and products. Understanding how literacy is framed in the
academy involves consideration of how literacy is contested in terms of the
privileging of particular texts and practices, the accessibility of such texts and
practices to particular groups, and the institutional value of such capital. In this way it
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is necessary to see the academic institution as simultaneously facilitating the social
action of its community of members by providing a framework for action, but at the
same time constraining community members to act within that frame (Fairclough
1992). An examination of the life-cycle of the discourse community is necessary in
order to understand the orders of discourse within the academy, their historical and
social organisation, and the socio-cultural, political, market and institutional demands
framing the disciplinary community.
What the student achieves through the process of academic literacy is essentially
candidate membership; what is achieved by the disciplinary community on the other
hand is a reaffirmation of its mission, and at a basic level, a constant re-inscribing of
its encoded symbols. This “mutually reinforcing network of social understandings”
constitutes the particular shared-reality that is ‘good-academic-writing’ within this
particular knowledge community (Geertz 1983:156). In exploring and developing an
ethnographic account of academic literacy, it is possible for the researcher to draw on
converging data, to explicate meaningful linguistic classifications, and then to
examine the life-cycle of the community as part of a systematic, interdisciplinary and
comprehensive research base.

4.5 MAINTAINING BALANCE: THE RESEARCHER AND THE
INTERPRETIVE PROJECT
In presenting the case that interpretive ethnography offers a useful way of examining
intellectual collaborations around students’ notions of academic literacy, it becomes
important to qualify the method with a caveat, identifying some of its potential and
structural pitfalls. As with many ethnographic approaches, researchers using the
methodology need to maintain a balance between engagement with and detachment
from their subjects’ conceptual world. Put another way, researchers need to identify
the ideology of the community without identifying with that ideology and losing sight
of its contingency as a social construction. Stuckey (1995:47) identified this tendency
as a major structural weakness in what she terms ‘western ethnography’.
Society to these ethnographers is individuality multiplied; it is
composed of autonomous persons who determine their needs for
literacy independently. When individuals aggregate, culture adds
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up; therefore individual needs are cultural needs.
Even the ethnographer comes from a culture. Stuckey (1995:52) points out that this
“traps them when they do not ask what the society obtains for them - no matter the
wish to be autonomous”. In this type of ethnography, “the needs of literacy
disengaged from the most ingrained (thus the most tacit) Western uses - to please and
to educate - appear unfathomable or pathetic” (Stuckey 1995:48), and so runs the risk
of failing to make “sense out of literacy”. Ethnographic method can, in the worst
instance, “strip literacy of content, content of judgment, judgment of social and
economic consequence. To wit, literacy has transparence” (Stuckey 1995:50).
Stuckey (1995) alerts the ethnographer to the dangers of ‘infinite interpretation’.
Infinite interpretation threatens to undermine the credibility of the interpretive
research project. Where literacy is separated from its environs because of its
presumed uniqueness, it attains a stature unto itself, existing “spatially, technically
and neutrally, or not …at all” (Stuckey 1995:52), it serves to ‘constrain’ both the
researcher and the subjects of research. For this reason, the researcher’s engagement
with the community observed needs to take consideration of both the context of the
community and the content of its literacies. A neutral stance to literacy is a claim
about form, yet form is a product of content. Reducing content to matters of form, and
form to relativity, has allowed discourses about literacy to proceed, imposing what
Stuckey (1995: 60) terms concern for ‘proprietary boundaries’ above concerns for the
‘material consequences’ of the forms of literacy in practice. Geertz's (1973: 9)
commented on the need “to swim in the stream of the subjects’ experience” in order
to gain some access to their conceptual world. Accordingly, this project will interact
with members of the community over a period of time, focusing on a selected group
of informants. In part the researcher is looking for converging perspectives commonalities across informants’ first-order constructs that point to significant areas
of inter-subjectivity. Ultimately, the researcher’s aim is to connect observed areas of
inter-subjectivity into a larger pattern, to map features of what we might call the
community’s ideology.
Using the term ‘ideology’ here does not imply a notion of false consciousness or the
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manipulation of reality in the pursuit of political or economic advantage. Rather, in
speaking of a community's ideology, this project draws on the notion of a dominant
community view, in the sense suggested by Bakhtin (1981), that ideology is a social
construction, from which the bases of community practice emerge. What Bahktin
(1981) identifies here, in Geertz's terms, is the system of symbolic forms, the
discourse, around which the reality-orientations of members of the discourse
community converge. Interpretive ethnography has as its goal the explication and
investigation of the everyday, of how it works, of how it is, and of its actions and
processes (Smith 1988:160). This is done as a means of understanding the coordination of institutional processes as a mediated ideology, the categories and
concepts of which express the relations of institutional members (students/staff) to the
institutional function. As the institutional function is in part extralocal in focus,
interpretive ethnography is a valuable methodological tool in identifying the
extralocal determinants of institutional practices. In other words, it enables the
researcher to ask deliberate questions such as ‘what is academic literacy’, ‘how is this
determined’, ‘how is its value fixed’, ‘how is it differentiated between users’, and
‘how is a belief in its value maintained?’.

4.6

MAPPING PRACTICE - CAVEATS AND CONCERNS

The interpretive ethnographer's job is to map out the ideology of the community
under study through extended social engagement with informants. However, two
further dangers co-exist here. One is that the researcher may end up ignoring what
Bakhtin (1981) calls ‘heteroglossia’, the pool of contending perspectives and voices
from which human discourse and knowledge emerge. This will result in the researcher
presenting a uni-dimensional portrait of the community that ignores differences in
perspective. A second danger is that after working intensely to identify the communal
ideology, the researcher may come to identify with it too closely. In this context the
researcher is constrained, unable to see beyond this ideology in order to situate it
within broader currents of social debate. To balance these dangers, the researcher’s
engagement with the community under study needs to be viewed with a degree of
measured detachment. Hammersley and Atkinson (1983:102), contend:
There can be no question of total commitment, “surrender”, or
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“becoming”. There must always remain some part held back, some
social and intellectual “distance”. For it is in the “space” created by
this distance that the analytic work of the ethnographer gets done.
Without that distance, without such analytic space, the ethnography
can be little more than the autobiographical account of a personal
conversion.
In terms of research this leaves the question of how to preserve an adequate distance
from the ideology of the community under study so as to gain sufficient analytic
space in which to develop an account or representation of the culture. Here again
Geertz (1983; 1973) provides clear guidance involving balanced engagement and
detachment with the subjects and object of research. This is achieved
methodologically by charting both aspects of convergence and divergence around
what-counts-as-good-academic-writing within the local community of study.
The view developed here is that at the centre of this student community lie ideologies
that both underpin and formulate community constructs of academic writing. The
discourse of this community, and its consequent perception of reality, is its paradigm
of the academic discourse community, a paradigm that is instantiated in disciplinary
notions and representations of academic literacy. In order to achieve a quasi-insider’s
sense of the nature and functions of academic literacy within this community, and to
explore its relationship to community knowledge-making, 175 students were asked to
complete a text-based response to the prompt ‘I believe good academic writing to be’.
A content analysis of these responses was undertaken to identify relevant descriptive
categories for ‘good-academic-writing’. From these descriptions, quantitative
procedures were employed to measure the frequency of categories produced, how
these categories cluster together to form constructions of ‘good-academic-writing’,
and what factors underlie community orientations to ‘good-academic-writing’. Table
4.1 (above) provides a detailed summary of the demographic characteristics of the
text-response cohort.
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TABLE 4.1
Category

Frequency

Percentage

Gender
Female
Male

84
91

48
52

Age
18-21
22-31
32-41
42-51

75
55
37
8

43.5
31.4
20.6
4.5

Background
ESB
NESB
International

121
47
8

69
26.5
4.5

Study-year
1st
2nd
3rd
Post Grad

95
40
22
18

54
23
13
10

Status
Full-time
Part-time

133
42

76
24

Employment
Yes
No

79
96

45
55

Table 4.1 – Demographic Profiles of the Text-response Cohort

The respondents were all undergraduate students studying Bachelor of Business
degrees, from the following disciplinary backgrounds:
•

Accounting and Financial Management;

•

Industrial Relations;

•

Human Resource Management;

•

Information Systems and Economics;

•

Marketing and Consumer Behaviour; and

•

Public Policy and Administration.

The sample included people in different roles and at different levels in the
institutional hierarchy. Despite their different year levels, and the diversity of their
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ethnic backgrounds and age levels, the sample represents a cohort of students
studying in the professional business disciplines.
As previously stated, one facet of the research task is to look for convergence among
the perspectives of these student writers, as an expression of overarching institutional
ideologies concerning the construction of good academic writing. Evidence of a
community ideology forms the ground of inter-subjectivity, a frame that is both
necessary for, and central to the process enabling student writers to accomplish
collaborative intellectual work. In this field it is possible to detect both convergence,
as an indicator of community ideology, as well as divergence of opinion as to what
constitutes ‘good academic writing’. These positions are taken to represent divergent
and potentially oppositional perspectives about what constitutes ‘good academic
writing’.

4.7 CLOSING COMMENTS
This chapter has discussed a methodology to facilitate both the interpretive work of
the thesis, and the need to achieve a balance between engagement and detachment in
exploring the institutional ideology of academic writing. While focusing initially on
convergence of perspectives, in an effort to identify areas of inter-subjectivity within
the community of writers, the methodology also points to the need to attend to signs
of divergence. Framing the research project in this way provides a map of the key
features of the students’ conceptual world, but also maintains a critical distance on the
ideology at play in that world. In writing an account of how student writers go about
building knowledge-making practices, this thesis has demonstrated the need to follow
the convention, prevalent in interpretive ethnography, of “making room for more
displays of members' thoughts, theories, and world views” (Van Maanen 1988:50).
In striving for a dialogic or multivocal effect, the methodology provides the
framework in which to examine the inter-subjectivity underlying intellectual
collaborations around academic writing, as well as allowing space for divergent
views. The methodology outlined here attempts to produce an account of institutional
notions of academic writing that reflects the inevitable tensions surrounding ‘writing’
as a social construction.
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This project acknowledges the rhetorical and situated nature of research of this kind.
In pointing to the constructed and narrative character of ethnographic texts, implicit in
a postmodern view of ethnography is the recognition that “[e]mpirical phenomena are
descriptively inexhaustible [in that] we can provide multiple true descriptions of any
scene” (Hammersley 1992:24), depending on the disciplinary perspectives brought to
bear. In portraying student writers as inhabiting a bi-polar world of convergence and
divergence, this project suggests that the end account presented here should be seen as
“a creation, a realistic fiction” (Doheny-Farina 1993), as one of many possible
authentic renderings of student writing in higher education. This discussion of the
methodology underpinning this work is my warrant for its authenticity. Data
presented in Chapter Five represents the findings outlined here.
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Chapter Five
Mapping the Conceptual World of Academic Literacy.
5.0

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

This chapter develops a conceptual map to represent the converging views of 175
student writers around notions of ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’. This map
is also based on the theoretical framework for inquiry into academic literacy outlined
in Chapter Four. The aggregated responses of these students, explored initially
through cluster analysis and confirmed through factor analysis, are relied upon to
represent community understanding[s] of ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’.
This chapter draws on the experience-near constructs of students of the business
discourse-community. Interpretive ethnography is used as an ‘experience-distant’
frame for reading student perceptions of good academic writing, and will be used to
characterise significant aspects of inter-subjectivity within the community. The
argument is that, once embedded, this further enables community members to
collaborate in the construction of knowledge and practice relating to academic
literacy within this institutional setting.

5.1

IDENTIFYING RELEVANT DATA SETS

Given Geertz’s (1983) model of interpretive ethnography, as outlined in Chapter
Four, and given the settings and specific activities of literacy practice in the business
academic disciplines, the following methodological question arises: ‘what constitutes
relevant data for assessing these constructs, and how should this data be drawn upon?’
This project identifies several data sets potentially relevant to this question, but not all
of which were relied upon. These are:
• the academic writing of students;
• textual analysis of these texts;
• students’ perceptions of academic writing;
• course outlines and instructional manuals;
98
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
• writing and assessment guidelines and cover-sheets;
• markers’ comments and feedback on student work;
• interview data from interviews with student writers;
• interview data from interviews with markers of students’ writing;
• research literature on the analysis of academic writing;
• pre-academy literacy experiences of students; and
• professional and disciplinary standards and guides.
In identifying these sets of data, it is important to keep in mind the interdependence
and mutuality amongst them, and how these may afford a more detailed description,
interpretation and explanation of students’ conceptions of academic writing (Candlin
et al 1996). By applying Geertz’s (1983) three principal research methods, the use of
convergent data, the explication of linguistic classifications, and the examination of
the life-cycle of the community, as outlined in Chapter Four, the task of identifying
relevant data becomes a process of establishing the relative salience of specific data
sets.
Chapter Three reviewed relevant research literature on the analysis of students’
academic writing, and discussed the impact of professional and disciplinary standards
and guides on framing literacy practices inside the academy. In working toward an
understanding of the spatial and temporal dimensions of the academic literate, the
current chapter presents an analysis of students’ perceptions of good academic
writing, and links these to the lecturer feedback cover-sheets provided by faculty
staff. These cover sheets are taken to provide a generic disciplinary embodiment of
academic writing. In this way the linguistic classifications relied upon by students to
capture how ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’ is encoded. Therefore they can
be analysed as symbolic artefacts of this highly inter-connected discourse community.
Conclusions reached here can in turn be used to elicit accounts from the subjects,
enabling examination of the mental frameworks that inform formulations of academic
literacy as a life-cycle community event. This is particularly important when trying to
incorporate the pre-academy literacy experiences of students, and the impact of
professional, disciplinary and market influences on framing students’ conceptions of
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academic literacy.

5.2

MAPPING PERCEPTIONS OF ACADEMIC WRITING

5.2.1

The subjects

Geertz’s (1973) comments about the need for the researcher to ‘swim in the stream’
of the subjects’ experience as a means to gain access to their conceptual world,
indicates that the researcher needs to devise a point of entry into this conceptual
world. The entry point for this project took the form of an open-ended text response to
the question ‘what is good academic writing?’ The 175 respondents were student
members of the commerce faculty, and therefore engaged in the ‘conceptual world’ of
the faculty, in mediating its multiple disciplines, and in coming to terms with its
multiple conceptions of academic literacy. In attempting to chart this particular
conceptual world, the meaning of terms that frequently appeared in students’
responses to the prompt ‘what is good academic writing?’ serve as an appropriate
entry point. For example, student notions of ‘polemic structure’ refer to the
institutional form for presenting academic writing. Notions of ‘argumentation’ relate
to the means of merging multiple narratives; and notions of ‘internal cohesion’
convey understandings of the needs of the institutional users of the information, and
the institutional purpose to which this is geared, principally assessment.
In addition, the project examines the ‘life-cycle’ dimension of intellectual life in this
student community, gathering written stories from student subjects about transition
into academic writing practices, and the accompanying narratives on the change
processes that this entails. In analysing the students’ key terms and life-cycle
narratives, the larger aim is to identify converging data, specifically to locate shared
perspectives among respondents that establish areas of inter-subjectivity within the
discourse community. The assumption here is that this inter-subjectivity is what
defines and anchors, to a significant degree, the students’ conceptual world, and is
therefore integral to convergences in opinion about what-counts-as-good-academicwriting, and the spatial and temporal dimensions of the academic-literate person that
underlie these. This project asks to what degree student-writers employ a distinctive
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discourse combining language and genre as key elements in an activity system (Cole
& Engstrom 1993) to create local knowledge about what counts as literacy practice.
5.2.2

Framing debates about student writers

The task of writing into an academic community is a challenging one for the
apprentice writer. In Chapter Three it was argued that, by adopting a voice associated
with a particular field of study, a writer is aligning themselves with its objects of
study and knowledge-making practices. Such positioning in relation to a particular
field of study may be consistent throughout the composition and structure of a
particular piece of student writing. Alternatively, it may be confined to a particular
section of the text, or it may be embedded in a few words and phrases the writer
selects as signifiers of appropriate discourse membership. Identification with the
objects of study and knowledge-making practices of a particular field of study
through the act of writing occurs by way of an intellectual apprenticeship. The
process of apprenticeship suggests a hierarchical arrangement. At one end of the
discourse community exists the student element, largely constructed as novices and
apprentices within the community. At the other end of the continuum are the
established and experienced members of the same community - the researchers,
lecturers, tutors and theorists, whose institutional roles are to teach and contribute to
the community’s knowledge-making activities. Successful academic writing at the
student level is framed herein by the need to combine skilfully some characteristics of
an established member with those of an apprentice. Bartholomae (1985:143)
characterises this as seeking the privilege of the ‘insider’, one who is not only inside
the established discourse, but is granted a right to speak from such a privileged insider
position.
Clearly not all student writers are afforded the status of insider. Differences in status
reflect achievements in what is being written, how it is being written, as well as the
location of the writer in the social relations of the event in which the writer is
participating (Ivanic 1997). For each disciplinary community (field of study) and
context (role within the community), the discourse of academic literacy is a form of
identity. Gee (1990) suggested that an inability to display disciplinary literate
behaviours constitutes evidence of ‘outsider’ (novice or student) status, illustrating
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the capacity of institutional words, language and meanings to construct the nature of
institutional relations. The academic literate is, by deduction, an ideological and
representational expression of the wishes of the ‘insider’ community.
Chapter Three further argued that the ‘skills’ metaphor is a prevalent feature of
institutional views of ‘what-counts-as-academic-writing’. This view of academic
writing was shown as functional in nature, and is inscribed into the current debate
surrounding perceived crises in academic literacy in Australian higher education. To
briefly recall this debate, the Business Higher Education Round Table Survey (HEC
1992) concluded that the labour market attributes greatest emphasis to written and
oral communication as core graduate skills. This weighting is currently embedded in
debates about the teaching of generic skills as core undergraduate requirements. In
her study, Dorothy Illing (1994) concluded that academics view written and oral
communication skills as only fifth in taxonomical order of importance for desirable
graduate skills. In contrast to this, Ainsley and Long (1995:6) concluded that six in
seven students believe their academic literacy skills are improved during their degree
program studies. This has prompted Candlin (1995 cited in O'Connor 1995:4) to
suggest that the problem of how to diagnose and develop tertiary students’ literacy
skills remains largely unsolved and poorly understood.
This situation has both sociological and historical precedence. Since the Fair Chance
For All ministerial papers of the early 1990's, by then federal Employment, Education
and Training Minister John Dawkins, access to education has become a key issue in
research related to academic literacy. This has precipitated a focus on issues
concerning the sociology of access to tertiary education, and how these may be
addressed through policy imperatives (Gale 1995). Few investigators have moved
beyond institutional issues of access to learning, preferring rather to seek out and
define institutional performance indicators which serve to dispense access to literacy
as it would any other procedural outcome of the Higher Education System. This
translates into a needs-deficit model, which operates by compensating ‘needy’
students for seemingly ‘unstudent’ qualities, in a framework which places academic
literacy on one axis and student capabilities on another (Bowen 1994). At the research
level, this transpires into an examination of various taxonomies that plot the
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‘necessary’ functional skills that underlie the existing culture of academic literacy.
The notion of compensating those ‘in deficit’ implies a certain way of theorising the
relationship between social groups and restricts the way in which institutions respond
(Smith 1988). The notion of deficit is a constructed view of others, positioned both
perceptually and in concrete ways, outside the group of constructors (what
Bartholomae [1985] would term the insiders). This chapter will therefore consider
ways in which certain student groups are 'invited' to re(co)construct a new identity, on
the way to negotiating institutional cultures of academic literacy.
This existing treatment of academic literacy challenges contemporary understandings
of literacy as social practice. Wickert’s (1989) notion of literacy - its prime function is
for acquiring and using knowledge - corresponds to Anderson, Teale & Estrada’s
(1980) notion of the literacy event (a variation of the speech event) which brings
together written, spoken and interactional moves around a piece of text. The literacy
event therefore covers much of what those in higher education refer to as the learning
pedagogy of our classrooms, is reflective of the context of academic literacy as an
inherited literacy, and enables a more critical framing of literacy as social practice
within the tertiary institution.

5.3

ACADEMIC LITERACY AS A SIGNIFYING SPACE

The notion of academic literacy as a socially signifying space was explored in the
latter part of Chapter Three, highlighting the relationships between academic writing,
and the importance of discursive positioning in mediating textual identity. Turner
(1989:13) suggests that the field of academic literacy is a socially signifying space,
which is of itself “the product of disciplinary technologies”. This notion of the field of
academic literacy as a product of disciplinary technologies is a telling one for this
project. At the philosophical level this constitutes a framing of the lives of potential
and actual subjects according to institutional scripts, geography and markers. At issue
here is the need to understand how the spatial dimensions of literate individuals, their
temporal variations and fragmentary nature, are constructed as institutional dialogue,
policy and response.
Ivanic (1997) goes some way toward providing an answer to how students are able to
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take up subject-positions through their writing. She composed a list of the traditional
and alternative representational perspectives that she and other researchers have
identified in relation to the nature of intellectual activity and knowledge-making in
higher education institutions. Traditional notions of academic writing are presented in
Chapter Three as a set of ‘clustering variables’ that capture the dynamic of academic
text, and which paint academic writing as comprising:
•

a reverence for authority;

•

an objective positioning to content;

•

an impersonal voice;

•

positivistic constructions;

•

an expository/conclusive purpose;

•

a linear mode of argumentation;

•

a political and personal neutrality;

•

knowledge which is competitively configured and derived; and,

•

a frame which is exclusive to ‘outsiders’.

These representations reflect the ways in which subjects are reproduced through the
project of literacy, and through institutional purposes, and provide the terrain for this
research project. Such an attitude towards what the ‘field’ provides, ascribes the
categories in use as normative framework for inquiry. Those categories, cited as
traditional representations of academic literacy, are privileged and highly valued in
higher education in the United States and in the United Kingdom (Ivanic 1997;
Carfagna 1995; Taylor 1995; Lea 1994; Clark 1992). Despite the privileging of
traditional representations of academic literacy within the institution, these are not
uni-dimensional. Contests over the meaning of academic literacy give rise to
‘alternate’ representations described by Ivanic (1997) as oppositional, and largely
reflective of humanist and feminist oppositions to traditional views on the social
purpose of literacy (Taylor 1995; Carfagna 1995; Belenky et al 1986). Belenky et al
(1986) provide some insight into how the ‘space’ around traditional notions of
academic literacy can be reconstructed. By identifying the ‘experience-near’ features
of student conceptions of academic literacy as a socially signifying space, it becomes
possible to examine the position of student-writers in relation to ideological stances
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towards knowledge-making within their knowledge communities. Whilst gender
positioning is a key feature of the study compiled by Belenky et al (1986), a
multivocal approach to academic literacy is cognisant of a range of autobiographical,
discoursal, and community orientations which create the social identities available to
writers through the mediation of institutional discourses.

5.4

STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF ACADEMIC LITERACY

Gaining access to the conceptual world of student writers involves identifying
converging perspectives - commonalities across subjects’ first order constructs - that
point to significant areas of inter-subjectivity. In Chapter Four, it is argued that the
researcher’s aim is to connect areas of inter-subjectivity into a larger pattern, to map
out features of what may be called the community’s ideology. In the first instance this
was done by analysing 175 unstructured written student responses to the question
‘what is good academic writing’? For Geertz (1983:157), an important part of
gathering convergent data in an intellectual or discourse community involves locating
and collating shared perspectives among “multiply connected individuals”. For the
interpretive ethnographer, this means mapping out the ideology of the community
under study through extended social engagement with a range of informants.
This project outlined a methodology in Chapter Four that enables engagement with
the community of writers without compromising the need for analytical detachment
(Hammersley 1992:24). In an applied sense this means presenting data in a balanced
binary frame, namely charting aspects of convergence as well as divergence. This is
taken up initially by presenting students’ perceptions of academic writing, explicating
the linguistic classifications that describe these perceptions, detailing convergent and
divergent data, and using these to examine the life-cycle of the community through its
ongoing production and reproduction of academic literacy (Geertz 1983). Emerging
student perceptions are then balanced against staff perceptions of what constitutes
good academic literacy, by examining the written assessment guidelines and coversheets used by markers in processing student work.
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5.4.1

The analysis – initial classifications

Table 5.1

Linguistic Classifications from Student Response Data

Category
Structural Aspect

Descriptor
Student responses that refer to aspects of structure - ie: polemic
structure of introduction, body, conclusion, paragraphical sequence.
Student responses which refer to technical correctness - ie: grammar,
word count, spelling.
Student responses which refer to authorial voice as impartial, noncommittal and non-partisan.
Student responses with reference to any particular type of writing ie: formal/informal, report, essay, position paper.
Student responses which indicate the importance of inter-textual
references, authorship, knowledge networking.
Student responses which focus primarily on the need for intellectual
honesty - ie: plagiarism, authenticity.
Student responses which make explicit provision that academic
writing is essentially informative.
Student responses which focus on academic writing as a self-journey
- a progression from a metaphorical point A to a point B.

Technical Aspect
Neutrality
Stylistic Aspect
Respect for
Authority
Honesty
Informative
Function
Teleological
Experience

Student responses which feature evidence/empirical data - as a core
requirement for good academic writing. Features logic, rational
deduction, hypothesising.
A student response which locates the academic writing process as an
Biographical Personal Experience extension of themselves - a view that personal experience is
relevant.
A student response which places a particular stress on the
Linked/Linear
importance of internal links and cohesion as evidence of good
Format
academic writing. Stresses interrelationships between concepts and
contexts.
A student response with explicit reference to serving the reader’s
Reader Orientation
interest in contrast to just writing for writing’s sake.
A student response which placed particular emphasis on aspects of
Analytical Purpose
argument - features analysis, comparison, dissection.
A student response which stresses the importance of functional
Communicative
communication - good academic writing is functional, carries a point
Function
of view, achieves a social purpose.
A student response that places particular emphasis on aspects of
Originality
simple originality - ie: students as contributors to tribal knowledgemaking practices.
Clarity and Economy A student response which placed particular emphasis on aspects of
clarity, conciseness, and word economy.
Evidentiary/Positivis
t Focus

Table 5.1 - Linguistic Classifications from student response data
Initially 175 students were asked to complete an open-ended text response asking
them to describe what they believed 'good academic writing' to be. These responses
were completed during a forty-five minute lecture at the commencement of the multidisciplinary "Effective Communication" subject, and collected immediately by two
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attending staff. In collating responses, 60 students’ written responses were randomly
examined in order to identify the linguistic classifications that could be used by
students to typify descriptions of good academic writing. These are summarised in
Table 5.1. This process was carried out until no new categories emerged, and was
tested by a second reader over the entire 60 selected responses. The list of categories
derived from the initial reading, was used by the second reader to analyse a further 50
randomly selected student responses from the remainder of the corpus. No new
categories emerged, and consensus between readers as to the classifications derived
was reached. In total, the pre-reading of the papers produced sixteen key word
categories, each of which is detailed in Table 5.1. (above). All responses were then
analysed with each variable named according to the key word classifications cited
above (see Table 5.1), and entered as a yes/no attribute response.
While no attempt was made to replicate the alternative ideologies of knowledgemaking captured by Ivanic (1997), there emerged considerable overlap between the
linguistic classifications identified in this project, and those posited by Ivanic (1997),
Taylor (1995), Clark (1992), and Belenky et al (1986). In analysing the linguistic
classifications used by students to describe ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’
as a data set, there emerges interdependence amongst categories, suggesting that
interrelationships might cluster and combine as converging data to describe good
academic writing. To some degree, this interdependence and mutuality is also
reflected in the overlap with the constructs identified by Ivanic (1997), Taylor (1995),
Clark (1992), and Belenky et al (1986).

5.5 REPORTING CLUSTERS OF DESCRIPTIONS
In this section an item cluster analysis was undertaken in order to determine and
identify how linguistic classifications identified in Table 5.1 are used by students to
describe good academic writing. The goal of a cluster analysis is to identify relatively
homogenous groups of variables within the range of linguistic classifications used by
students to account for good academic writing (Norusis 1988). The aim here is to
open the conceptual practices of the student as an arena of discovery, its key terms
and life-cycle narratives accessible to the researcher to explore for convergent and
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divergent links. By studying clusters, it becomes possible to determine if shared
perspectives exist amongst students, and to what degree these can be used to locate
areas of inter-subjectivity within the discourse community.
The assumption underlying this application of cluster analysis is that intersubjectivity is what defines the students’ conceptual practices, and is central to shared
community views about the spatial and temporal dimensions of the academic literate
person. Similarly, cluster analysis can be used to determine areas in which student
conceptual frameworks diverge. The method for combining linguistic classifications
into clusters adopted here relies upon agglomerative hierarchical clustering, which
involves forming variables into larger and larger clusters until all variables are
members of a single cluster (Norusis 1988:169). This means that all linguistic
classifications cited in Table 5.1 are initially considered as separate variables, hence
there are as many clusters as there are variables. Through a series of algorithmic
steps, nearest neighbour variables (those which are most similar) combine to form and
merge into homogenous groups of descriptors. At every step of analysis, either
individual variables are added to existing clusters, or new clusters form (Norusis
1988). Once a cluster is combined with another, it cannot be split, but is scaffolded
into emerging clusters as these form and develop within the hierarchy. One way of
visually representing the steps in a hierarchical clustering solution is with a display
called a dendrogram, as in Figure 5.1 (Norusis 1988:175). The dendrogram shows the
clusters being formed, and using the SPSS cluster procedure, scales the values
between 0 and 25 on the top horizontal axis as a measure of proximity.
These ratios are important when making decisions about how many clusters are
needed to capture and represent the data (Norusis 1988). The dendogram in Figure 5.1
is read from left to right. Small distances between clustering variables suggest that
relatively similar (homogenous) variables are forming, whereas large distances
indicate that clusters containing quite disparate variables are forming. Vertical lines
denote joined clusters, and the position of the line on the 0 - 25 scale indicates the
distance at which clusters are joined. Those variables which lend most weight to
describing good academic writing from the student perspective are likely to be those
which form before the increase between two adjacent cluster steps becomes large, in
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this case at stage six of the clustering process (Norusis 1988:174). In response to
‘what is good academic writing?’ four distinct clusters emerge. Each is discussed
below.
Figure 5.1 - Dendrogram Using Similar Linkage for Linguistic Classifications of
First Order Constructs
Rescaled Distance Cluster Combine

C A S E
Label

Num

0
5
10
15
20
25
+---------+---------+---------+---------+---------+

BIOGRAPHICAL
2-+
ORIGINALITY
10-+-+
TELEOLOGICAL
9-+ +-----+
HONESTY
6---+
+---------+
COMMUNICATE
4---------+
+-+
EVIDENCE
5-------------------+ +-+
LINKED/LINEAR
8-------------------+ I I
STYLE
15---------------------+ I
RESPECT AUTHOR 13-----------------------+-+
TECHNICAL
16-----------------------+ I
NEUTRALITY
12-------------+---------+ I
STRUCTURE
14-------------+
+-------------------+
CLARITY/ECONOMY 3-------------------------+
+---+
READER FOCUS
11-------------------------+
I
I
INFORMATIVE
7---------------------------------------------+
I
ANALYTICAL
1-------------------------------------------------+

Cluster One (Figure 5.2 below) features variables that convey the biographical,
teleological, subjective, honest and communicative dimensions of academic writing.
BIOGRAPHICAL
ORIGINALITY
TELEOLOGICAL
HONESTY
COMMUNICATE
EVIDENCE
LINKED/LINEAR
STYLE

2-+
10-+-+
9-+ +-----+
6---+
+---------+
4---------+
+-+
5-------------------+ +-+
8-------------------+ I
15---------------------+

Figure 5.2 – The First Cluster
The first variables to cluster suggest a subjective orientation to academic literacy. It
is sympathetic to personal experience, framed as communicative and therefore
accessible to receivers. As cluster one forms, further dimensions related to the use of
evidence, rhetorical form (linear development), and stylistic convention merge.
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Figure 5.2 shows a view of academic writing characterised as a constructed,
accessible, exploratory and committed practice, embedded in conventions of style and
argumentation. The early clustering is a parallel of Ivanic’s (1997) and Belenky et al
(1986), oppositional elaborations of academic literacy. These converge on notions of
the self, the subjective nature of writing and the relative positioning of the self to
traditional attributes of academic writing. At the later stage of cluster one, self
positions begin to merge with institutional markers, and academic writing assumes
new dimensions related to rhetorical form, stylistic convention, and the evidentiary
grounds on which disciplines converse. Through the formation of this cluster, the
dynamics of subject positioning are captured. The teleological and constructivist
aspects of literacy are soon re-aligned from a focus on the self, to reflect the purposes
of the academic institution.
Cluster Two (Figure 5.3 below) provides an emerging view of academic literacy that
features what Ivanic (1997) called the ‘relatively conventional’ ideologies of
academic writing. This cluster begins with formations around aspects of text
construction and the neutral orientation of both voice and argumentation as a feature
of academic writing. These variables merge with responses related to respect for
authority, and technical correctness. What emerges here is evidence of a distinctive
discourse combining language and genre as key elements in a broader ‘activity
system’ (Cole & Engstrom 1993) which serves to create local knowledge about what
counts as good literacy practice.
RESPECT AUTHORITY
13-----------------------+-+
TECHNICAL
16-----------------------+ I
NEUTRALITY
12-------------+---------+ I
STRUCTURE
14-------------+
+
CLARITY/ECONOMY 3-------------------------+
READER FOCUS
11-------------------------+
Figure 5.3 – The Second Cluster
The emerging inter-subjectivity within this community of writers defines their
conceptual world, and enables more complex intellectual collaborations about the
nature of academic literacy and the institutional opportunities that may arise from its
adaptation.
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The emergence of cluster two reflects the dynamic of the intellectual apprenticeship
model, around which membership of the academic discourse or learning community is
centred. In particular attention is drawn to aspects of impersonal engagement, a
respect for existing authority, objectivity and neutrality as a function of textual voice.
At the next stage of clustering, these variables join with conceptions of academic
writing as definitively clear, concise, economical and impartial. Reader orientation
becomes a key feature of the academic text at this stage of clustering. Explicit
reference to serving the reader’s interest in contrast to just writing for writing’s sake
is seen to characterise ‘good academic writing’ under institutional conditions.
Cluster two conveys traditional notions of the discursive features of academic writing,
and in doing so positions writers as having a particular stance towards ‘what-countsas-good-academic-writing’. By adopting a voice associated with a particular field of
study, a writer is aligning him or herself with its objects of study and knowledgemaking practices. Cluster two also captures the totality of the transition from ‘self’ as
author, to ‘discoursal’ self in the construction of academic text (Ivanic 1997). Aspects
of the ‘self as author’ - a feature of cluster one, are subsumed by the discursive
features of academic writing described in cluster two. This highlights not only how
individual writers make choices about available subject positions and institutional
‘spaces’, but also how the subject positions made available by the institution act upon
individuals as they make choices about the self they choose to convey through the act
of writing.
Third and fourth single-variable clusters are apparent in Figure 5.1. Analysis confirms
that academic writing should be both informative (cluster three) and analytical
(cluster four), a consensus that has assumed normative status amongst the student
community. Academic writing should first and foremost be an act of analysis and
argumentation (cluster four), as Figure 5.1 identifies, this emerges as the overarching
character of academic writing within the business and professional disciplines. As a
singleton variable, ‘analysis’ fails to cluster with any other variable, and so is held to
have a high degree of leverage as a description of what-counts-for-good-academicwriting in filtering to the top of the cluster hierarchy. That is, it stands as a description
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of what-counts-as-good-academic-writing regardless of students’ position on other
matters. Academic writing therefore is taken to be essentially argumentation; it
features analysis, comparison, and dissection as its core processes. It is also
informative (cluster three) in nature; its social and institutional purpose is to provide
information for the purpose of consumption by others. Taken together, these two
clusters represent a collective belief in positivist principles as a framework for
community knowledge-making activities.
Academic writing, or more precisely ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’ in this
context, reaffirms the representational aspects of academic writing described by
Ivanic (1997) and cited in Chapter Three of this thesis. Through the clustering
process, aspects of the self-as-author are shown to merge with institutional discourses
at the early clustering stage, and take on the characteristics of a distinctive
institutional discourse in the later stages of clustering. In moving from the personal to
the

purposeful,

‘what-counts-as-academic-writing’

is

a

particular

kind

of

argumentation, the purpose of which is to provide functional information.

5.6 CONFIRMING THE CLUSTER SOLUTION
5.6.1

Dimension reduction through factor analysis

For purposes of dimension reduction, each of the variables in cluster one can be
considered as ‘self-positions’ related to the construction of academic writing. These
positions embrace parameters that are both subjective (biographical, original,
teleological, honest, communicative purpose) and objective (evidentiary, linear,
stylistic aspects). The second cluster captures the ‘discoursal features of academic
writing’ – the respect for authority, technical correctness, neutrality of voice,
structural compliance, economy of language, and reader orientation common to
traditional constructions of academic writing. The third cluster, comprised of a single
variable, clearly pertains to the ‘informative function’ of academic writing, whereas
the fourth cluster (also a singleton) emphasises the ‘analytic purpose’ of good
academic writing.
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To determine the underlying nature of ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’
within the sample under study, it becomes important to confirm which constructs
underlie the clustering patterns of the sixteen variables detailed in Table 5.1. For
example:
•

Are the clustering patterns presented in the dendogram (Figure 5.1) the results of
a single influential dimension of the study (i.e., rhetorical structure)?

OR:
• Are the clustering patterns presented in the dendogram (Figure 5.1) the results of
several interrelated dimensions (items from Table 5.1 that group together to form
underlying constructs)?
The answer to these questions, and the search for the dimensions underlying whatcounts-as-good-academic-writing lends itself perfectly to factor analysis. Whereas
cluster analysis forms the best fitting solution by allocating variables into cluster
groups and then iterating until the ‘best fit’ is found, factor analysis constructs
hypothetical dimensions on which each variable may ‘load’ in a composite way.
Each variable under factor analysis is thus ‘broken across’ these hypothetical
dimensions (now called factors). Factor analysis operates by extracting as many
significant factors from the data as possible (Bordens & Abbott 1996:454). A factor
is a dimension that may consist of any number of variables. ‘What-counts-as-goodacademic-writing’ in this particular community of writers may be the product of one
dominant, or a few dominant dimensions. Factor analysis works by extracting one
factor at a time, and then evaluating the remaining data for the existence of other
factors (Bordens & Abbott 1996). The successive factors extracted in factor analysis
are not of equal strength, as each progressive factor counts for less variance. The
strength of a factor is generally indicated by its eigenvalue, and factors with
eigenvalues less than one are generally not interpreted for analysis (Bordens &
Abbott 1996).
A principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation was performed using
the sixteen items presented in Table 5.1 as categories of student description related to
‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’. Seven factors, with eigenvalues greater than
one were extracted using SPSS, explaining 59.67% of the total variance for the
sixteen items (Table 5.2 below).
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Table 5.2

Rotated Factor Matrix
Factor Loadings –‘What-counts-as-good-academic-writing’

Relevant Category
Items

Factor 1
Self –
Representation

Factor 2
Rhetoroc
Structure

Factor 3
Convention
Bound

Factor 4
Argumen
-tation

Factor 5
ReaderShip
Focus

Factor 6
Function
Specific

Factor 7
Genre
Specificity

1.33
8.28

1.27
7.94

1.20
7.52

1.18
7.35

1.17
7.30

Eigenvalues
% of Variance
Explained
Biographical

2.01
12.55

1.40
8.72

.79

.14

.00

.00

.11

-.12

.27

Originality

.64

.11

.24

.26

-.11

-.13

.00

Teleological
Experience
Honesty

.74

.00

-.27

.00

.00

.22

.12

.47

.11

.49

.26

-.17

.17

-.35

Communicate

.19

-.18

-.32

.10

.47

.18

-.58

Evidence

-.17

.57

-.23

.00

.10

.30

-.11

Linked/Linear

-.13

.44

-.18

.18

.16

.49

.34

Style

-.13

-.19

.18

.28

.55

.00

.42

Respect Authority

.00

.32

.51

.00

.15

.00

.00

Technical

-.16

-.24

.68

.00

.00

.42

-.13

Neutrality

-.23

-.28

.00

.55

.11

.00

.29

Structural Aspect

-.23

.64

.15

.00

.00

-.43

.00

Clarity/Economy

-.26

.17

.11

.40

-.40

-.16

-.14

Reader Focus

-.18

-.18

-.15

.11

-.48

.31

.00

Informative
Function

.00

-.21

-.18

.51

-.15

-.30

-.14

Analytical

.00

.42

-.17

.46

.29

.00

-.17

# Items in bold are the marker items for each scale
It is important to note from Table 5.2 that each marker loading is positive and
therefore indicates that each item in the seven scales identified positively correlates
with the factor it identifies. That is ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’ will in
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terms of factor one, be writing that constitutes self-representation, and this kind of
writing tends to be teleological, biographical, honest and original. Similarly the
positive loadings found for the remaining six factors indicate that the variables
constituting them are positively related to the underlying factors extracted. In theory,
these factors represent the underlying constructs related to ‘good academic writing’
that, taken together, represent the formative dimensions of student writing
frameworks. The factor analysis is also useful in illustrating how to name and
interpret factors, as the relative eigenvalue decreases in progression from factor one to
factor seven, indicating a decrease in the corresponding percentage of variance
explained. Because all eigenvalues in Table 5.2 are greater than one, all seven factors
can be taken to represent substantial dimensions within the total pool of variance.
5.6.2

Factor analysis as a confirmatory move

For purposes of analysis the factor analysis is useful as a confirmatory tool. Some
factors are identified by their high positive loadings, whilst others are framed by a
constellation of positive and negative loadings. Factor one, ‘self-representation’,
confirms the initial clustering pattern found in Figure 5.1, the dendrogram for first
order linguistic classifications, which points the merging of self and institutional
markers as part of mediating the discourse of academic writing. Self-representation is
an underlying construct in student formulations of ‘what-counts-as-good-academicwriting’ and is evidenced by its teleological features – biographical, honesty and
originality. The factor analysis also identifies and confirms the formative influence of
what has been labelled ‘rhetorical structure’ (factor 2) in identifying how structure,
evidence, internal cohesion and analysis drive student conceptions of ‘good academic
writing’.
High positive loadings on matters of technical correctness, referencing conventions
and honesty give rise to a form of writing that is perceived by students to be
‘convention bound’ (factor3). Taken together, categories of self-representation,
rhetorical structure and convention bound (factors 1, 2 and 3) account for 30% of
variance across the items student writers use to describe ‘good academic writing’.
Some items, honesty, internal cohesion, analytical purpose, stylistics, and technical
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conventions load onto more than one factor. This multiple loading tends to confirm
that beyond the early clustering stages, notions of ‘what-counts-as-good-academicwriting’ become less defined, as some portions of the category items load onto
multiple factors. Factor analysis is used in this way to examine how each category
item is distributed across factors. This may not be a clean, nor ‘happy’ fit, and can, in
this case, often reflect subjective or disciplinary inflections of what ‘good-academicwriting’ can be taken to mean. ‘Aspects of argumentation’ (factor 4) related to ‘whatcounts-as-good-academic-writing’ reflect positive loadings around aspects of author
neutrality, information processing and analytical style. Good academic writing is
therefore argumentatively framed, objective, analytical and pseudo-scientific.
‘Readership focus’ (factor 5) confirms that ‘good academic writing’ is form driven,
and that ‘formula’ writing in an academic context conforms to common aspects of
style, and patterns of analysis. What is interesting about this factor is that readerbased text is not necessarily clear, nor is it conveniently framed for the reader, as both
clarity and readership orientation record strong negative loadings. ‘What-counts-asgood-academic-writing’ also tends to be ‘function specific’ (factor 6). Positive
loadings on markers related to technical correctness and internal cohesion
characterise ‘good-academic-writing’ as functionally oriented. This reflects academic
assessment practices, as most academic writing is undertaken for the purpose of
assessment, and that academic writing tasks are likely to vary according to purpose
and disciplinary conventions, rather than aspects of structure. In this way, the results
presented in Table 5.2 indicate that ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’ is in part
contingent upon shared notions of genre (factor 7). ‘Style’ has high positive loadings
in both factor 5 and factor 7 (Readership Focus and Genre Specificity). In factor 5,
readership focus is characterised by communicative aspects, whereas factor 7
provides evidence of a distinctive discourse that is local, specific and genre driven.
The major concern of factor 7 is with matters of style-conformity, rather than ease of
communication.
Taken together, the seven factors identified in Table 5.2 point to the existence of a
shared institutional discourse, to the practices of a discernible discourse community,
and to the presence of ideological views of what ‘good academic writing’ is taken to
mean. Based on cluster analysis and subsequent factor analysis, ‘good academic
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writing’ can be interpreted to consist of several interacting and competing
dimensions.
5.6.3

Who said what about good academic writing – stratifying the sample.

While both the cluster analyses and the factor analysis provide useful means of
interrogating data to identify groups of variables and their underlying constructs, a
means of relating this information to the sample under study becomes essential. In
order to specify the detailed structure of the sample, that is to identify ‘who said what
about good academic writing’ the next step of analysis involved loading the seven
factors identified in Table 5.2 into a quick cluster analysis (K cluster). The aim of this
analytical move is to identify the number of students (cases, where N=174) that
correspond to the seven factors identified in Table 5.2. The factor scores, computed
using the weightings from Table 5.2, were saved as variables and entered into a quick
cluster analysis using SPSS. The results presented in Table 5.3, provide some
indication of how participants in this study orient to each of the seven factors that
underlie student descriptions of ‘good academic writing’. The allocations in Table 5.3
identify the dominant factors underlying ‘good academic writing’ and the numbers of
students that identify with each of these factors.
Table 5.3

Self-representation

Student Orientations to Good
Academic Writing
Number of Students who Identify
with factors cited in Table 5.2
(N = 174)
1

Rhetorical Structure

50

Convention Bound

1

Argumentative
Process

68

Reader Oriented

3

Functionally Specific

1

Genre Specificity

50

Factor
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In Table 5.3, points of convergence and divergence around student conceptions of
good academic writing are stark. What emerges is evidence of a community or
‘conceptual map’ (Geertz 1983; 1973) of the dominant frame that works to describe
‘good academic writing’. Community orientations here indicate that ‘good academic
writing’ is primarily instrumental. For the majority of this community good academic
writing works as an argumentative device (n = 68), which adheres to the discipline of
rhetorical structure (n = 50), and the principles and conventions of genre sets (n = 50).
While these stand as clear and quantitatively dominant constructs of ‘good academic
writing’ in this community context, some contest over how ‘good academic writing’
is framed by a minority of community members is evident in participant responses. A
lone respondent identifies the self-representational aspects (factor 1) of writing as
criteria for determining ‘the qualitatively good aspects’ of academic writing. A
second respondent orients directly to aspects of academic writing convention (factor
3) as an indicator of ‘good’ writing, while a third individual stresses the functional
specificity (factor 6) of academic writing as a critical aspect of writing practice. These
are isolated points of divergence in the communal geography of ‘good academic
writing’. A smaller and more diverse group of three respondents identifies with
readership orientation (factor 5) as the principal feature of ‘good academic writing’.
The sheer weight of responses identifying form-driven constructions of writing as
representing ‘good academic writing’ presents a significant point of convergence in
the data.
The community is both ‘divided’ and ‘together’ in its conceptions of writing practice,
with points of obvious convergence around structural and form-based conceptions of
writing, and points of divergence (margins) around how good writing ought to be
framed. Key players in the academic text are identified in student responses as the self
(as author), the (implied) community of scholars, and the actual and active reader.
What emerges from table 5.3 is a quantitative snapshot of community orientations to
writing. This snapshot traces both ideological and representational perspectives on the
nature of academic writing, knowledge and community knowledge-making practices.
In doing so, it describes the symbolic forms of student academic writing, what Geertz
(1983:157) called “the mentalities at work within” the knowledge-making activities
of the community. Academic writing in this community is presented as form driven.
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The emerging features of such writing are that it needs to be analytical, and display
the contextual and discoursal markers of its host discourse community. The principles
of text production in this community are such that relatively powerless members are
seen to produce text, and more powerful community members act upon text
production by reading, interpreting and assessing it.

5.7 GOOD ACADEMIC WRITING FOR
STUDENTS’ UNDERSTANDINGS

WHOM?

MAPPING

In order to measure the relative strength of student conceptions of good academic
writing, a frequency analysis was conducted on 175 student responses to the prompt –
‘what is good academic writing?’ and coded using the linguistic classifications
provided by students (Table 5.1). The results of the frequency analysis are provided in
Table 5.4 (below).

Table 5.4 - Mean Frequencies for Key
Category Variables for students’
response to ‘What is good academic
writing?’
CATEGORY VARIABLE

TOTAL X

MALE X

FEMALE X

Analytical
Biographical
Clarity/Economy
Communicative
Function
Evidentiary/Positivist
Honesty
Informative
Linked/Linear Format
Teleological
Originality
Reader Orientation
Respect for Authority
Neutrality
Structural Aspects
Stylistic Aspects
Technical Aspects

.43
.04
.45
.19

.42
.05
.44
.18

.53
.04
.45
.20

.43
.10
.29
.37
.11
.03
.46
.46
.82
.83
.39
.53

.45
.12
.32
.38
.01
.03
.45
.45
.78
.81
.42
.51

.41
.09
.26
.37
.08
.04
.47
.47
.85
.86
.37
.54

Each categorical variable is derived from Table 5.1, and listed (column 1) with total
mean frequency response (column 2), and mean frequency by gender - male (column
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3) and female (column 4). Those aspects of academic literacy most consistently
expressed by student writers relate to the prescribed structural aspects of academic
writing (M=0.83) and the need for academic writing to maintain and preserve an
overriding sense of neutrality (M=0.82) and detachment on the part of the author.
Technical correctness is also a strong feature of good academic writing (M=0.53), as
is the need to demonstrate a traceable relationship to disciplinary authorities
(M=0.46) through the processes of referencing, knowledge networking and
intertextuality.
A strong reader orientation (M=0.46) indicated that student writers place a significant
weighting on the needs of the reader in constructing written responses. Similarly, they
favour an analytical mode (M=0.43) of writing with a heavy reliance on empirical
evidence (M=0.43) to sustain and build an argumentative presence or position. The
low frequency of categories such as biographical reference (M=.05), originality
(M=.03), teleology (M=.11) and honesty (M=.10) suggests that good academic
writing is more impersonal than personal in nature, more positivist than constructivist
in orientation, and has little to do with self-representation.
This data presented here shows that good academic writing is embedded in a local
discourse which combines aspects of language, genre, symbol systems, analytical
methods, technology and structured social interaction as key elements in a broader
activity system (Cole & Engstrom 1993). It is this ‘activity system’ that functions to
create local knowledge about what counts as literacy practice. This local knowledge
in turn anchors the students’ conceptual world, and is instrumental in community
collaborations about the spatial (the what) and temporal (the how) parameters of
academic literacy within this community. The frequency analysis presented here
suggests that student writers orient more to a functional view of literacy, wherein
literacy is a technology to be applied to the act of writing, and to developing relevant
constructions or ‘literacy habits’ around available subject positions.
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5.8

GOOD ACADEMIC WRITING FOR WHOM? – STAFF
PERCEPTIONS

Staff perceptions of academic literacy can be determined by drawing on the Writing
and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheets (Appendix 2) presented to students of
the faculty by lecturing staff as a criterion referenced feedback mechanism. This twopage document is feedback to students after completion of academic writing tasks for
assessment purposes. In many ways it acts as a surrogate for staff perceptions of good
academic writing. Although it appears to students as a statement of objective fact, as a
data set it can be read differently, given that this document, not unlike student
perceptions of academic literacy, is also socially produced. In particular, the Writing
and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet can be used to identify the
representational aspects academic staff rely upon to structure the attributes of
academic writing for students.
The Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet comprises six composite,
though interrelated parts: the clarity of the introduction; selection of appropriate
content; quality of argument; personal literate performance; standard of referencing
and presentation, and overall performance. Each of these will be addressed in turn.
1. Clarity of Introduction –
Questions not
clearly
identified
Opinions
presented
but not
organised
and justified.

Some logical order
of information.
Response
addresses
question/statement

Response
clearly stated.
Foreshadows
argument to
justify
response.

Response well
stated and refined.
Effort to explain
and place in a
broader context.

Response
presented
very clearly.
Support
evidence
previewed.

The focus here is on encouraging student writers to articulate intent as an author by
previewing and signposting both argument and evidence. In doing so it rewards
students who adopt certain discursive positions on matters of style, use of evidence,
degrees of self-representation, expository as distinct to exploratory writing, and
sources of knowledge. In reading the Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Coversheet from left to right, the process of how to construct an introduction becomes
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transparent. The ‘poor’ introduction will register only opinion, whereas logic
characterises the next stage of performance, and foreshadowing an argument the next.
Finally, by locating the topic in a broader (critical) context the writer is demonstrating
‘higher order’ functions in constructing an introduction. The same emphasis on
‘information’ and ‘analysis’ is reflected in students’ perceptions of ‘what-counts-asgood-academic-writing’ in Figure 5.1.
2. Selection of Appropriate Content –
Content not
relevant to
Question

Content relates to
question. Draws in
readings. Defines
relevant concepts.

Content supports
response. Content
addresses key concepts
and terms. Good use of
a range of resources

Content deals with
broader issues.
Content shows a
good understanding
of key concepts and
terms.

The focus here is upon rewarding the selection of content matter that has been
deemed ‘appropriate’ to the topic under study. This has the effect of rewarding
student writers who position themselves with respect to particular sources of
knowledge. This points to a reverence for authority, objectivity and empiricism as a
governing framework, co-opting the student into relying on hegemonic rather than
oppositional support positions. Reading from left to right on the Writing and
Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet the scales of appropriateness of content range
from content of no relevance, to content which relates, content which supports, and at
the higher order level content which locates and unpacks the topic under study.
3. Quality of Argument –
Argument fails
to report on
information of
value from
resources.

Some logical
order to
argument.
Integrates
research
material in
context of
question.
Conclusion
evident.

Argument
provided
and reference to
research material
demonstrated.
Response,
compares,
contrasts
and evaluates
concepts.
Argument
supports
conclusion.

Argument
presented
in integrated
manner. Includes
examples.
Response
compares,
contrasts
and evaluates
concepts in a
broader context.

Argument
reflects a
high level of
analysis and
evaluation.
Integrates
research
materials and
examples
effectively.
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The focus of this criterion is on the reporting of information of ‘value’ to the topic
under study, in what can best be described as a ‘positivist’ framework. ‘Logic’ and
the objective processes of compare and contrast provide the context, while
‘comparisons’, ‘contrasts’, and ‘evaluations’ are the agents of argument. The
argument itself must be linear, and logically linked to the topic of the paper. Again
the criteria cited rewards certain ideological as well as text-based positions as the
basis for arguing. Reading from left to right on the Writing and Assessment
Guidelines and Cover-sheet, the character of a higher order argument emerges:
•

a ‘poor’ argument fails to report anything of value;

•

a better argument will demonstrate logic, integrate research material, and
reach a conclusion;

•

a middling argument will provide evidence, in comparing, contrasting and
evaluating concepts to support a conclusion; and,

•

a high calibre argument will integrate examples, and evaluate these
concepts in broader, perhaps interdisciplinary or critical framework and
context.

4. Personal Literate Performance –
Writing standard very
Poor in areas of
Paragraphing,
sentence Structure,
punctuation and
Spelling. Response
not
Well structured.

Expression and
meaning clear.
Paragraphs
logically ordered.
More attention should
be given to
proofreading and ___

Paragraphs linked
together. Good
standard overall, or
high standards in
general with some
lapses in ____

Paragraphs linked
to response. Very
high standards in
all areas.

The focus of this assessment criterion is upon matters of technical correctness, clarity
and economy of expression, conveying a compliance with formal convention and
academic genre. This criterion also emphasises internal linkage and cohesion, with
reference to strategic (structural) aspects of writing, ie. order, structure, and
transparent (linear) links to argument. Reading from left to right on the Writing and
Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet the criterion specifies the need for
paragraphing, sentence structure, spelling, punctuation, clarity in meaning and
expression and proof-reading of a low, medium and high competency standard.
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5. Standard of Referencing and Presentation –
Presentation very sloppy,
little Evidence of
proofreading or
Redrafting. Referencing
method inconsistent.

Presentation satisfactory.
System of referencing
adequate with some errors.

Overall standards of
presentation and referencing
very high.

The focus here is upon articulating and specifying authoritative sources and materials.
A strong reader orientation underlies this criterion. The student writer is
unproblematically treated as the person who makes the decisions about how and what
to write, in light of their relationships with the reader. Such criteria preclude caution
against writing from a personal perspective, and point strongly to referencing
conventions, and hence authority as a source. Reading from left to right on the
Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet three categories of writing and
referencing standards prevails. At the lowest level, the referencing system is
inconsistent; at the middle level of performance it is adequate, at the higher
performance level it is deemed to be of a very high standard. In all cases, this criterion
points to established convention and authority as core referents.
6. Overall Performance –
Unsatisfactory

Fair

Good

Very Good

Excellent

Tutor's Signature________________________________________ MARK

The final section of the Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet is a
summative section, and contains no reference to the academic writing process, but
serves to provide a global assessment of student writing. Taken together, each of the
‘slippery constructs’ outlined in the feedback sheet itself, are taken to be reducible to
a quantifiable level of literacy.
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5.9

WHERE STUDENT AND STAFF WRITERS CONVERGE

The six parts of the Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet reflect a
‘process’ view of academic writing, and can be read as a series of hierarchical steps in
a continuous learning loop. The process view of writing makes transparent the subject
matter, which the writer then represents and the reader interprets (Ivanic 1997:95).
The process approach to writing concentrates on what the writer does, and on helping
writers to express their own ideas, and to find their own language in which to frame
these ideas. At this level, the Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet is a
descriptive and prescriptive document. It sets out not only how the academic writing
process should look, but how it might be enacted by students. In many ways this
functional view of literacy tends to converge with student conceptions of good
academic writing, and certainly reflects the “mutually reinforcing network of social
understandings” that describe good academic writing within this particular
community of writers (Geertz 1983:156). What this achieves for the student writer is
orientation into a writing process, which of itself constitutes a form of candidate
membership. The disciplinary community is also reaffirmed through this exchange, as
it moves to re-inscribe its encoded symbols of literacy in the continuous life cycle of
the community through the process of academic apprenticeship.
In accounting for these mutually reinforcing networks of meaning, two particular
aspects of the students’ discourse warrant elaboration. The first is the way it serves to
engender a particular form of intersubjective reality, a reality that can be described as
a conceptual framework governing academic writing as practice. This conceptual
framework represents the writing practices of the majority of students. It includes for
example, reference to polemic structure as the institutional form for presenting
writing. It also captures argumentation as the vehicle for merging multiple narratives,
characterises the authorial voice as politically and ideologically neutral, and
articulates a textual environment where the discursive self is subservient to the reader,
the generic form and the purpose of the text under construction. This framework is a
site-specific social construct reflecting the theoretical and disciplinary commitments
of the broader discourse community. Providing a focal point for intersubjectivity
within the community, this framework lies at the centre of the students’ and lecturers’
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institutionalised world. It permeates their thinking, speaking, writing, and is formally
instantiated in the Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet issued by
staff. For student writers, the discursive realisation of a conceptual framework is a
means to an end: in the act of producing writing, they use its structure to interpret
incoming information, to produce stories about their learning, and to write into their
discourse community. The spoken and written genres upon which the academic
discourse community relies play an important part in sustaining the intersubjective
ground of what counts-as-good-academic-writing.
A second aspect of the students’ discourse that warrants elaboration is the interplay
between language and the Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet issued
by staff. Drawing on students’ perceptions, reciprocal lines of influence can be drawn
between the Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet and the written and
spoken genres student writers enact as academic writing. Embedded in the Writing
and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet is a particular pattern of social
interaction and style of collective thinking that enables student writers to produce and
apply knowledge about present and future writing requirements within this discourse
community. Writers create an impression of themselves - a discoursal self - through
the discourse choices they make as they write, which aligns them with institutionally
available subject positions (Ivanic 1997). As argued in Chapter Three, the academic
discourse community is a powerful shaping social force, placing student-writers under
some pressure to participate. Each time participants in this study write back to their
discourse community, they choose to either affirm, or contest, the privileging of
certain texts and literacy practices sustained in, and represented by the Writing and
Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet.

5.10 CONVERGING AND DIVERGING NARRATIVES – MAPPING
THE TERRAIN OF STUDENT EXPERIENCES.
In portraying this particular discourse community, comprising the student writers and
expert (staff) writers, as inhabiting a bi-polar world of convergence and potential
divergence, this project recognises the diversity of individual views and positions
typically found in such groups (Faigley 1992). Implicit in a post-modern view of
ethnography is the realisation that “empirical data are descriptively inexhaustible”
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(Hammersley 1992:24) depending upon the perspective the researcher brings. In
aiming to identify aspects of convergence and divergence in students’ perceptions of
academic literacy, this project returns to the representational aspects cited by Ivanic
(1997:304) in order to elaborate themes from student text-responses. While the aim is
to avoid a simplistic categorisation of writing practice as either conventional or
oppositional to traditions of higher education, points of convergence and divergence
were drawn around participant conceptions of ‘what-counts-as-good-academicwriting’. These points will be used to illustrate how academic literacy is socially
described, and how these descriptions are in turn acted upon by student writers.
Particular aspects for consideration include:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Respect for authority as a feature of student writing
The use of subjective/objective voice in student writing
Personal experience as relevant or irrelevant to academic writing
Constructivist/Positivist orientations as a feature of student text
Organic and linear modelling as writing practice
Commitment or Neutrality in authorial voice
Co-operative compared to competitive framing of text; and
Accessibility and exclusivity as principles of text production

In striving for a dialogic effect, the analysis to date has documented convergent data
by compiling results using:
•

cluster analysis (Figures 5.1; 5.2 and 5.3);

•

factor analysis (Table 5.2); and,

•

frequency analysis (Table 5.4).

By relating these to the constructs underlying the staff-issued Writing and Assessment
Guidelines and Cover-sheet, these data convey a strong sense of the intersubjective
convergence underlying community collaborations and orientations around what
constitutes ‘good academic writing’. The following section attends to signs of
divergence. Accompanying each student comment is a number designating the coded
student response.
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5.10.1 Respect for authority in student writing
Attributing ideas to published authors is taken to show respect for authority, and to
position the writer as valuing and consuming particular sources of knowledge above
others. From the frequency table (Table 5.4) respect for authority (M= 0.46) and
reader orientation (M= 0.46) indicate the regard with which published authority is
held by student writers. This is also an acknowledgment of disciplinary boundaries by
signposting the ‘conventional’ property rights to knowledge within the confines of the
wider setting of the university and the discipline. This is, by and large, a legitimising
experience for the student writer. A salient theme here is the quantitative view of
authority, the more references the better, or more crudely put, ‘I reference therefore I
am’ (nomino ergo sum).
Good academic writing should also include sufficient referencing.
This proves that you have researched your material. (11).
Academic writing would not be complete without a bibliography or
referencing to substantiate your argument and demonstrate your
writing to be well constructed, informative and effectively
communicated. (23)
Good academic writing should contain at least 7 references for a
2000 word essay. (48)
For a 2000 word essay at least 7 references are the minimum (60)
At a different level one student commented that good academic writing was more than
a display of patterns of attribution, and was in fact “a skill that had to be learned”
(55). Similarly another student reported that “a bibliography should be included to
give credit to the books you used to inspire your writing” (103). This is more of a
qualitative view of authority. When writers make clear the source of their
authoritative information, they make the distinction that these are not objects
separated from people, but are constructed through a process of thinking and
communicating (Ivanic 1997). In this light, conventional respect for authority tends to
encourage student writers to adopt a hegemonic referencing practice; that is, they rely
on hegemonic sources for support.
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References should address the question or topic that is required. The
supporting information should support, not confuse the reader by
using non-relating information. (115)
This can be contrasted to a less conventional view of authority.
The bibliography should also be very thorough in good academic
writing demonstrating an ability to pull information from a wide
variety of sources. (172)
No student response that cited authority as an aspect of good academic writing was
prepared to denounce published authority as integral to ‘good academic writing’. Selfattribution was not considered an option to cited established resources: academic
writing is not writing which is opinionated or unfounded or ignorant (152). Nor is it
considered to be a vehicle for personal voice.
A paper should never be seen to be your own personal response,
instead you should write in the third person and back up any
argument with references - 7 references per 2000 words. (94)
Participant responses that cite biographical referents (M= 0.05) or original displays
(M= 0.03) as characteristics of good academic writing are a minority view and are
largely oppositional to the dominant model at work in this community. Of
significance here is the discursive bias of authority (M= 0.46) over honesty (M= 0.10)
as a core component of good academic writing. From the sample of 175 student
responses analysed, only one student oriented toward self-representation as a feature
of ‘what-counts-as-good-academic-writing’ (Table 5.2).
5.10.2 Subjectivity versus objectivity in student writing
A conventional technique in traditions of academic writing is to adopt an objective
position as a function of text authorship. As one student responded - this type of
writing is used for textbooks rather than novels or short stories (27). Objective
writing is characterised by the notion of a first-person withdrawal, but is more of a
continuum than an absolute. In the codes of academic writing described by some
student writers, total first person withdrawal is taken as a display of objectivity.
Should not be opinionated ie I think, I believe etc. ( 1)
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Academic writing is often not the place to give personal opinions.
(29)
Academic writing should not include opinion, sentences containing
sayings such as I believe ... I can say ... are not part of academic
writing. (110)
This complete objectivity can also create the impression of withdrawal from cognitive
ownership of the research and writing process. To a large degree this is captured in
both the first-move clustering (Figure 5.1), and the frequency analysis (Table 5.4).
This convergent view of good academic writing however is not unidimensional. One
student commented that
a rusty dialogue of fact, figures and history must be made to live and
breathe with illustrations of thought, commonplace examples
utilised to simplify difficult processes and ideas. (134)
Another student conferred that “another importance for good academic writing is
thought of the author itself” (51). While these responses reveal a different orientation
to writing practice, and perhaps a more subjective and active framing of the cognitive
process of writing at that, active displays of subjectivity by student writers represents
an obvious silence in the data (refer here to factor 1, Table 5.2). The use of first
person subjectivity represents a desire by the writer to take up ownership of
knowledge rights, as an inside contributor to the disciplinary field. To a large degree
this supports Gee’s (1990:49) view of conventional notions of literacy as an
“autonomous, asocial, cognitive skill [which] cloaks (real) connections to political
power, social identity, and to ideologies”. Active subjectivity is clearly ‘oppositional’
to traditional representations of academic writing.
5.10.3 The relevance of personal experience to academic writing
The recognition of personal experience as tied to concerns with the sort of evidence
the writer draws upon, rather than the source of the assertion itself (Ivanic 1997).
Self-representation through personal narrative in academic writing is not a feature of
traditional academic text. This is reflected in the results of the frequency analysis
(Table 5.4) where orientations to evidentiary writing and positivist principles were
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strong (M= 0.43). As a representative statement, good academic writing needs to be
“free of emotion, but to give evidence and come to logical conclusions from that
evidence” (66).
The elevation of evidence over experience is captured in students’ responses, and
forms an obvious construct in conventional academic writing practice. This
constitutes a challenge to the social function of literacy, what Wickert (1989)
described as the competency underlying all competencies, by elevating the
institutional form above the personal. The literacy of the non-specialist is constructed
as much through social-organisational relations, as it is the product of individual
attributes. If the individual is silenced through the practice of institutional literacy,
then the institutional voice alone is the product of articulation. The notion of a formdriven, and functional literacy, is reflected in the following responses.
An academic piece has the sole purpose of arriving at a pre-defined
position. (45)
Good academic writing is unemotional, contains relevant and strong
evidence and communicates in a clear, set and structured way. (154)
A proper and appropriate position must be taken when forming a
piece of writing. (104)
The concept of silence is both applicable and relevant here, and is reflected in the
subservience of the autobiographical self to the discoursal self. Making the personal
irrelevant to the production of academic literacy increases the reliance and
dependence of student writers on hegemonic writing conventions.
to pass university studies, regardless of what stream or field of
earning one may follow. (111)
I understand good academic writing to be essential to anyone’s
education ... and an extremely powerful tool to have. (67)
One dissenting student voice contends that “if it doesn’t live, add a new dimension or
viewpoint or increase your knowledge then why do it?” (134). The suggestion here is
that while academic writing is first and foremost an impersonal act, it must eventually
become a personal one. Striking the ‘right balance’ in relation to academic literacy is
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about displaying in an authentic way, a sense of writing competence over a range of
literacy events. This involves a synthesis of the autobiographical with the discoursal
self, or more simply a step ‘inside’ the discipline.
Good academic writing must be supported by references to give
credence to the ideas presented, but also must have some
independent opinion or conclusion that reflects the writers
viewpoint from their reading or life-experiences. (134)
5.10.4 Constructivist/Positivist orientations in student writing
In the data presented, student orientations to writing are essentially positivistic, and
are therefore conventional to traditional university settings (Clark 1992). This is
corroborated in the results of the frequency analysis (Table 5.4), which suggest a
strong local orientation to conventional notions of a detached and neutral narrative
(M= 0.82), polemic structure (M= 0.83), reliance on evidence as distinct to personal
substantiation (M= 0.43), analysis as an argumentative device (M= 0.43), and a
compliance to technical matters of style, format and presentation (M= 0.53). A second
means of corroboration is evidenced by the factor loadings in Table 5.3, with
community orientations towards ‘good academic writing’ consisting of matters related
to argumentation, rhetorical structure, and genre sensitivity. Academic writing is form
driven, a point raised initially in Chapter Two, and developed in the current chapter.
Constructivist writing features real-life examples, narratives from lived experience
and reference to real people, objects and social settings (Carfagna 1995). Though not
central to community conceptions of good academic writing, acknowledgment that
academic text is socially constructed is evident.
Some people would argue that good academic writing is just about
impressing markers and working to the criteria. But a really good
piece of academic writing is one, which you know yourself to be
interesting. (128)
Through the use of argument and evidence the writer is striving to
vindicate his/her position or positions. (77)
Good academic writing is based on various deep thought processes.
It can be reached through lateral thinking and focussing on your
topic. Once you have defined what your topic is - you understand
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what it is - you are to discuss, then the evaluation process begins.
(82)
While some divergent opinions were expressed, most student conceptions of good
academic writing converge (as indeed do staff conceptions) around principles of
positivism. Positivist conceptions of academic literacy see it as essentially objective
in nature, based on generalisable notions of format, universal principles of
performance and a scientific purpose to uncover the truth through analytical process
(Ivanic 1997:306). This is best captured in the technical detail of the following two
excerpts:
Academic writing needs to be a factual piece of writing with
supporting evidence and link words between information and
paragraphs. The word limits must be adhered to and the introduction,
body and conclusion should be in line with these limits and not
exceed them by more than 10% of the total word limit allowed. (25)
I understand good academic writing to be the final product of well
thought out ideas and theories, placed in a sequence of well flowing
points that, when read, will leave the reader with a clear
understanding of the writers message. (122)
These views of academic writing as essentially positivistic are confirmed by the factor
analysis (Table 5.2) and in student orientations to ‘good academic writing’ (Table
5.3). Aspects of ‘good academic writing’ are herein represented as argumentation,
rhetorical structure, and genre specificity.
5.10.5 Organic/ Linear modelling as writing practice
This category pertains to conceptions of good academic writing as open-ended,
exploratory and provisional (organic) or as neatly boxed and conclusive (linear).
Both the cluster analysis (Figure 5.1) and the frequency analysis (Table 5.4) indicate
the importance of structural modelling as a description of good academic writing.
Good academic writing should be logically set out
- An intro/body/conclusion
- Linked paragraphs completing the circle from intro to conclusion
- Each paragraph backed by evidence. (1)
Each composite part of the paper serves a concise function in the overall (re)
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production of text. Students often devise rules for individual and strategic sentences,
forming part of the linear journey from abstraction to concrete outcomes.
The introduction should clearly state what you are trying to achieve
in your essay. It should include the question in your first sentence
and have your four main points outlined. An argument should also
be included in your introduction. (64)
The conclusion or finishing piece of academic writing reiterates the
introduction and does not add any new information. (9)
At the beginning of an essay, the author may introduce the reader to
a fairly abstract idea in order to engage his attention. As the
introduction moves on in concise points, the level of abstraction
breaks down. (173)
A common theme was one of recipe writing - tell them what you will tell them in the
introduction, tell them in the body, and tell them what you told them in the conclusion
(34, 38, 39). This was referred to by some students as a “formula” (100, 93) and by
others as the “way” (106, 113).
In good academic writing the tutor does not want to know if you can
learn in parrot fashion, but if you can fully understand the topic you
are presenting. (44)
Good academic writing is about clearly communicating to your
intended audience. (102)
It is a crucial factor with good academic writing to be aware of who
the target audience is. (113)
The category that hold most significance in identifying linear models as good
academic writing is a strong sense of reader orientation (M= 0. 46), which suggests a
means-ends model of writing. Further emphasis on aspects of internal linkage and
flow (M= 0.37), functional communication (M= 0.19) and informative purpose (M=
0.29) suggests a discursive framework geared towards explanation, analysis and
reader uptake. These aspects of ‘good academic writing’ are again confirmed in the
factor analysis.
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5.10.6 Commitment or neutrality as a writing goal
Much of the description related to commitment and neutrality in student productions
of academic text has been commented on in previous discussion. This category relates
to student notions of who the academic is: is it the given role of the apprentice writer
to describe social phenomena, or is the role of the apprentice writer to act as one of its
change agents? The conventional view of academic writing as a preserved, detached
and neutral activity is reflected in student frequency responses (Table 5.4). In
particular, student orientations towards neutrality (M= 0.82), and reader orientation
(M= 0.46) as features of ‘good’ academic writing suggests a form of academic
literacy which is able to adapt, conform and comply to local, and perhaps extra-local,
requirements.
5.10.7 Co-operative compared to competitive framing of text
A co-operative approach to knowledge making is essentially collaborative and
formative in nature, and assumes a group orientation to knowledge-making practices
(Fiddler & Marienau 1995). As this construct applies mostly to the process of writing,
rather than to the product, it is not a useful heuristic for determining ‘what-counts-asgood-academic-writing’ (Ivanic 1997:311). Suffice to say that the way the assignment
or writing task is constructed has much to do with the way in which student writers
(co) construct text. If the writing task compels the writer to adopt an isolated and
competitive approach to knowledge making, then this process demands that students
work without evidence of any co-operation with others. This in turn will be reflected
in institutional demands for literacy, a practice which is objective in nature, impartial,
and technically accurate, and which defers to authority as evidenced in authoritative
sources. A reading of the Writing and Assessment Guidelines and Cover-sheet
suggests a competitive orientation to student writing tasks.
5.10.8 Accessibility or exclusiveness a salient feature of academic writing.
Accessibility and exclusivity are co-existing frames of reference. Something that is
accessible is socially available. Something that is exclusive is rationed. Both
accessibility and exclusivity represent dialogic extremes on a hypothetical reader
continuum. Accessible literacy is often associated with spoken literacy (Street 1994).
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Academic literacy, particularly that defined by this project, is considerably more
complex than this and thus is taken to be exclusive to its context of use. From the
frequency analysis (Table 5.4) academic literacy is associated compliance to technical
conventions, analytical and rhetorical texture, clear and economical style and
restrictiveness in terms of its readership focus and sphere of influence. It is a sitespecific social construct, and captures the intersubjectivity of those who occupy its
disciplines or what Geertz (1983) would term its ‘intellectual villages’.

By

implication academic literacy is a literacy which is essentially exclusive, and which
aligns itself with generic as well as local referents. Most student conceptions of
academic literacy cite generic structural markers - title, polemic structure, exposition,
argument, and closure. At the local level, student responses to ‘what-counts-as-goodacademic-writing’ make mention of a problem-solution pattern, the importance of
opening sentence formats, the centrality of cause and effect argument and the
definition of what qualifies as a reference.
Academic writing is different from general writing formally used by
fist-year tertiary students. (29)
Good academic writing is a skill that must be learned. (55)
One student elaborates those features that make academic literacy different.
Structure is a major part of the a good piece of academic writing, as
is the use of clear and concise language that is relevant to the topic.
It is extremely important that ... spelling, punctuation and grammar
be correct but more so that the information provided be 100%
correct. (29)
The degree to which ‘good’ academic writing is deemed to create an elite or exclusive
framework is captured in the following responses. Each of these extracts reflects an
orientation to academic discourse that may be associated with particular interests,
goals, values, beliefs and knowledge-making practices that are common to members
of the academic community. These beliefs include what Cherry (1988) called ethos:
beliefs about what constitutes a good person, such as being knowledgeable, being
organised, having a position, and being able to talk in abstract generalisable terms.
When writers participate in the discourse practices at the local and global levels, they
are party to the interests, goals, values, beliefs and knowledge making practices of the
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academic community. When people enter a new social context such as higher
education, they may well find that its discourses and practices are alienating.
Good academic writing? - as you can tell from the previous question
I have not received it and I’m sure that other people haven’t either.
(67)
Good academic writing - Unfortunately I find it very difficult to put
into practice, especially if it comes to topics I don’t know anything
about. (126)
Academic writing is an activity which many people do not like including myself. (169)
I understand good academic writing to be something that I just can’t
do. (175)

5.11 CONCLUDING COMMENTS
With excerpts from student text responses serving as examples, this chapter explored
the ideology and the knowledge-making practices of student writers as part of their
broader discourse community. While focusing primarily on convergences of
perspective in an effort to locate points of intersubjectivity within the community,
signs of divergence are also documented. This enables the researcher, as Geertz
(1983) termed it, to map out experience-near constructs as features of the students’
conceptual world, but also to retain a critical distance on the ideology at play in that
world. What emerges from this analysis is an ideological construction of the spatial
characteristics of the literate person. This person:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

reflects a conventional respect for authority in their writing.
values objectivity over subjectivity.
views personal experience as irrelevant to academic writing.
strives for positivist orientations in their writing.
adopts a linear (functional) model of writing practice
sees neutrality as a essential to the speaking voice
sees writing as competitively framed; and,
identifies with exclusivity as a membership feature.

This chapter has also mapped key elements in the students' discourse of academic
137
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
writing. It discussed the methodological importance of balancing ‘experience-near’
and ‘experience-distant’ constructs (engagement with, and detachment from) as tools
for mapping the local reality of this community of writers. It has demonstrated that
this balance is central to capturing both the intersubjectivity of the community that
enables collaboration, as well as the differences in view which animate it. This
represents the ideology of the community, and at the same time acknowledges that
this shared view of academic writing is not monolithic but exists as a ‘realistic fiction’
amongst other fissures, visions and versions.
In developing this account of student knowledge-making practices related to ‘whatcounts-as-good-academic-writing’, this chapter followed an interpretive framework
that makes space for displays of members’ ‘thoughts, theories and world views’ (Van
Maanen 1988:50). Here the project acknowledges the rhetorical and situated nature of
the account it presents, in recognising that empirical phenomena are “descriptively
inexhaustible” (Hammersley 1992). This chapter has produced an account of
academic literacy that reflects the inevitable tensions surrounding the social
construction of a community ideology, and how that ideology, as a contingent social
construction, is both supported and contested within the discourse community. The
account of academic literacy produced here is therefore consequential for the
members of the community it describes.
The following chapter provides a detailed methodology for analysing student
experiences of academic writing gathered through interview. Chapter Six explains
how these interviews have been classified, organised and regathered for analysis. The
interview is identified as the most appropriate method for gathering participant
experiences, and for explicating how social practice, expressed in discourses, works
to assemble specific relations between people. Chapter Seven is a detailed
presentation of findings from the twenty-five interviews conducted for this project.
Chapter Eight offers a discussion and synthesis of these findings, and provides a base
for conclusions and implications drawn in Chapter Nine.
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Chapter Six:
Examining the Social Construction of Academic Literacy
6.0

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

Chapter Five introduced the ‘collective student’ perspective on academic literacy.
This chapter moves to an exploration of this perspective at the level of the individual,
adopting methodologies appropriate to this new focus. There remains considerable
debate in the literature on literacy research on the merits of various research methods.
These debates range from views that place quantitative and qualitative approaches as
methodological opposites, to perceptions of research method as a necessarily multidisciplinary phenomenon. In part, the movement towards multidisciplinary
approaches in literacy research is reflected in a broader acceptance of a ‘post-modern’
view of the world, a view which is shown in this chapter to challenge traditional
modernist beliefs in the existence of absolute, universal truths, and in the
standardisation of knowledge.
This rejection of modernist notions brings under scrutiny the scientific and positivistic
practices associated with research in the field. This chapter identifies the specific
positivist claim that knowledge and truth is discoverable through the rigour of
scientific research, and suggests rather that knowledge is constructed in and through
the discourses which impact on, and describe community practice. The aim of this
chapter is to describe a way of doing research into discourse that achieves two
analytical purposes:
•

To identify a methodology that is able to challenge modernist
conceptions of research thus making space for postmodern
interpretation; and,

•

To explore interpretive procedures that are more able to articulate
how community members produce and maintain subjective and
intersubjective views of what constitutes academic literacy.
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6.1

THE FIELD OF RESEARCH INTO ACADEMIC LITERACY

Chapter Two details the contribution of scientific method to the field of academic
writing, and suggests that the positivistic approaches characterise the field of inquiry
into academic literacy. This claim is further qualified by pointing to exceptions such
as Swales’s (1985) early research into academic texts as sites of discipline-specific
lexico-grammatical features. What remains from this analysis however is an
understanding of academic literacy as a ‘modelling process’, a writing frame
comprising pedagogic models taken to represent particular genres of writing (Candlin
et al 1996; Prosser & Webb 1994). This approach to academic literacy, as a site of
scientific inquiry, fails to account for analysis of products of academic writing by
students, analysis of students mediating academic literacy, or analysis connecting
student writing to disciplinary demands (Candlin et al 1996; Fairclough 1995; Webb
& Bonanno 1994). Given these limitations, current research into academic literacy
treats the field as a self-limiting site, paying little detail to aspects of acculturation,
the social theoretical, and the influence of the post-academy world.
Chapter Five suggests that the field of academic literacy can be conceived differently
– as a socially signifying space (Turner 1989). At the methodological level this
constitutes a framing of the lives of potential and actual subjects. At this juncture,
aspects of acculturation, of the social theoretical, and of the influence of the postacademy world force an intersection between the interests of the inquirer and the life
of the subject. In arguing that research into the field of academic literacy has
concealed a student sub-text (that is research generated from the perspective of the
student writer) this project argues that literacy has been constructed, implemented and
investigated from the perspective of the institution. It follows that academic literacy
can be better understood as a socially constructed and signifying space. This chapter
raises the important methodological issue of how to make student experiences the
basis for social inquiry, in particular the epistemological and methodological issues
arising from the standpoint of an experience situated, as ‘problem’ students generally
are, outside the institutional order. This critique of field research bridges many
aspects of student experience, with the major focus upon that which has been
excluded by the absence of students from the making of the topics and the relevance
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of the discourse of academic writing.
6.1.1

Making space for a student sub-text

Within institutional contexts, the relations of peoples’ lives are conceived as ‘formal
conceptual relations’ between ‘factors or variables’, which serve to express the
character of ‘social objects” (Smith 1988:152). These objects are further elaborated
by the constructs of institutional discourse embedded within institutional texts, and
the discourses that shape and sustain these. Wickert (1989) suggests that, as literacy
subjects, students are located more in their actual everyday literacy practices, rather
than the imaginary spaces constituted by the rulings of the institution. Each is deemed
to be an expert practitioner of their subjective everyday world, and it is this
knowledge that provides the beginning of the ethnographic inquiry. As Smith (1988)
suggests, the strategy of institutional analysis explicates the ‘generalised bases’ of
institutional experience, leading to a deeper understanding of the ‘lineaments’ of
individual experience, that stem from the same ‘institutional’ matrix of relations.
To determine the ‘lived experience’ of students’ writing into academic literacy, some
account was given in Chapter Four of the epistemological dimension of this study. It
was stated that epistemology helps set the methodological framework for the project
(Babbie 1995), and the bases of interactions between the researcher, and the subjects
of the research in progress. These outcomes depend further upon researcher
interpretation of the perspective of the researched and any subsequent adjudication on
matters of problematic experience. What emerges from this analysis is a strong
epistemological argument for a more interpretive method of social science inquiry.
Methodology is the means by which the researcher acts upon the environment; it
cannot be presumed to be neutral (Denzin 1970). An interpretive framework demands
that subjects themselves actively engage in the construction of ‘local’ referents
(categories and concepts) to convey meaning to the researcher. When applied to the
institutional context, these descriptive practices form observable local practice as a
dialectic “between what members do in tending the categories and concepts of
institutional ideology” (Smith 1988:161). The interpretive practices of individual
students thus form the ethnographic ground of this project.
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Chapter Five presents academic literacy as an interpretive act, a technology acquired
by students in analysing literacy experiences through interaction with the institution
and its disciplines. The process of discourse apprenticeship was shown to inculcate
certain reading and writing practices within the student, encouraging the student to
recycle actual experiences into forms that are recognisable to, and valued by the
institution. Students are inducted into a vocabulary and analytical procedures that
further accomplish this institutional goal. Notions of disciplinary appropriateness
soon emerge as part of an ideological package, ensuring that literacy processes
become observable/reportable as part of the naturalised order of the institution. In this
way, the literacy process of the individual, and their everyday (local) literacy practice,
become an expression of the extralocal relations and discourses which govern tertiary
institutions, and which shape and describe specific disciplinary practice (Smith 1988).
These expressions can be better understood by enlisting a postmodern frame of
inquiry.

6.2

POSTMODERNISM AS AN INQUIRY FRAMEWORK

It is not the aim of this chapter to provide a detailed analysis of postmodern theory.
The aim is to outline and comment upon the contribution of postmodern thought to
the methodology under development, as a precursor to analysing ‘student talk about
academic literacy’. This is done firstly by consideration of research method as a
strategic intervention in (re)inventing the field of literacy research. The postmodern,
or more specifically the poststructural (theoretical) influence, has the potential to
provide openings for more systematic and rigorous investigations of literacy (Brennan
1997).
Viewed as essentially an historical frame or time-period (Harvey 1989),
postmodernism delivers a shift in conceptions of discourse and social practice. In this
way, postmodernism represents a theory of society, history and culture (Agger 1991).
The term post-structural, is used by Agger (191) to capture the theoretical dimensions
of postmodernism as a phenomenon. Poststructuralism is seen as a ‘sub-text’ of
postmodernism that relates specifically to theories of textuality and knowledge
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(Agger 1991). Poststructuralism is a framework for describing, theorising and
reframing modernist constructions of the nature of truth and knowledge through the
project of research. In this way, research has been central to the development of the
state through the “technical and scientific work that has underpinned modern
economic development and the mythology of progress through the workings of
science” (Brennan 1997:26). The social sciences play an equally transparent role in
the formulation of the modernist state, and contribute to the construction of a state
apparatus capable of organising ‘the citizenry’ (Brennan 1997). Scientific methods of
research are identified as part of government, of ruling and most especially of
education in the active process of regulation. Individuals are invented, and in turn
invent themselves through language (Beazley 1997). As the organisation of society
has moved towards that of the global community, its material conditions, like the
relations of ‘government’, ‘ruling’ and ‘education’, have undergone considerable
change. For this project, the literacy practices of student writers are therefore
traceable to deeper, and at times, less transparent patterns of social organisation.
6.2.1

Postmodernism as an applied framework

The ‘nation state’ is under greater demand than ever before to “steer more firmly”
with “less capacity to deliver” (Brennan 1997:28). Chapter Two and Chapter Three
establish that literacy education is integral to recent policy efforts to reinvent the
‘nation’ in a form that responds to the growing global economy and culture. Brennan
(1997) contends that almost every Australian policy document for the last ten years
has linked education to the nation’s economic strategy. The shifting territories of
higher education, functional literacy, politics, culture and social interaction are
producing new knowledge workers. By implication this shift casts considerable stress
on the type of knowledge currently reified in research into the field of academic
literacy. Theories of poststructuralism suggest that the individual is not an objective
reality communicated through language, but rather that the human subject is
constructed by language and does not exist outside language. Central to
poststructuralists’ concerns is discourse. A modernist discourse on academic literacy
constructs literacy in terms of ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’, ‘competence and
incompetence’, and ‘pass and fail’ “manufactures a problem identity for particular
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individuals” (Beazley 1997:47). Different discourses construct identity differently.
The conceptualisation of discourse as practice is taken up by Gee (1996:10):
A Discourse is composed of ways of talking, reading, writing,
acting
interacting, believing, valuing, and using tools and objects in
particular settings and at specific times, so as to display or recognise
a particular social identity.

Working within a postmodernist framework, Gee (1996) extends the analysis of
various forms of discourse as instances of individual language use towards a
consideration of the larger conditions of society. The subject positions that emerge
from poststructuralist frames of analysis offer a range of theoretical insights into the
nature of the politics of discourse. Discourse in the sense that Gee (1996) employs it
focuses on how meanings are a product of social and cultural relationships, and on a
concern for how these may be realised in language.
6.2.2

The consequences of a post-structural approach for this project

The consequences of poststructuralist theory for this research project are extensive.
The value of the poststructuralist method is that it enables the researcher
systematically to address what Brennan (1997: 31) terms the interrelated ‘big issues’
around the politics and practice of research into literacy, namely its ‘epistemologies,
ethics, politics and methodologies’. Brennan (1997), like Turner (1989), sees
poststructuralism as opening a space where academic literacy is conceived not as
neutral, but as the product of disciplinary technologies. Each academic literacy
discourse attaches different, often contradictory beliefs and values to the field of
academic literacy.
Brennan (1997: 31) argues that examination of the epistemology of research enables
consideration of:
•
•
•
•

What gets researched?
What research gets funded and from what perspective?
Which truths are being investigated?
Whose knowledges are being produced?
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•

How truth is established and which criteria are relied upon to do this?

These questions are directly linked to aspects of researcher ethics, namely:
•
•
•
•

What relations are established between researcher and researched?
Whose values are pursued in the research?
Which values are explored and adopted?
The reasons underlying the conduct of the research.

The politics of research are central to both aspects of epistemology and ethics, as
these involve decisions about what is valued, what is funded, and what is published,
in other words, what becomes ‘normalised’ in the field of practice (Brennan 1997:32).
A poststructural reading of the field enables methodological consideration of the
relations of power being established within the field, and how these relations are
constructed, reconstructed and deconstructed as knowledge networks and hierarchies.
The poststructural method also enables a problematic study of methodology. It
requires the researcher to make explicit and justify the framings of connections
between different parts of the research, how the research is conducted, which research
traditions are being drawn upon, and ultimately which sites figure as the basis for
study (Brennan 1997:33). In terms of academic literacy this means explicating the
consequential relationships between student writers and academic staff, between the
academy and the professions, and between the student writer and the post-tertiary jobmarket. An understanding of how these relationships are framed and enacted by
student writers, enables a deeper understanding of how the apparent ‘natural’ relations
around academic literacy are socially constructed and contingent.

6.3 INFORMING THE METHODOLOGY
6.3.1

The Interview as a tool

As this study is informed by an interpretive approach to social science inquiry, it is
punctuated by interactions between researcher and participants. There is a clear
division amongst practitioners as to the nature and choice of research method, a
division that spills into considerations of the role of the interview as a research tool
(Silverman 1985). The first approach is that of positivism, which is geared to a
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statistical logic located mainly in survey research. Interview data provides the avenue
to social facts, imputed accounts whose sense is derived from relations to a factual
reality (Silverman 1985; Fielding 1989). Where the account fails to capture reality
precisely, the criterion of falsifiability is used to ensure that advancement of the field
is the ultimate goal of research practice. The aim here, as Fielding (1989:151)
suggests, is to generate data that holds independent of the setting and the interviewer.
As such there is movement towards a style of interview that is sequential and fixed,
impartial and ritualised in a bid to establish the facts as a basis for theory
development and analysis, and as a reliable basis for inference.
A second approach to the interview identified by Silverman (1993) is that of symbolic
interactionism, what Denzin (1970:133) refers to as the ‘focussed interaction’ of the
interview as an ‘observable encounter’. This fits neatly with a view of the interview
as a guided conversation (Lofland 1971) and its correspondence to the conversational
procedures that are routine to social life (Fielding 1994). Hence, the interview is a
social event, its data valid when a deep mutual understanding has been reached
between interviewer and respondent ( Silverman 1993; Fielding 1989; Burgess 1982).
In this light, interactionism owes much to humanistic approaches to research,
allowing for the emergence of a ‘sustained relationship’ between researcher and
researched, and the ‘deep description’ of their shared experience within the context of
the research question. One practical consequence of an interactions framework is that
in allowing respondents to use their own means of describing and relating experience.
In this regard, interactionist interview strategies carry a slight relativist disposition
(Fielding 1989).
In suggesting that the meaning of social action is relative to the researchers’
perspective, interactionism poses a threat to validity that concerns positivists. In fact,
Silverman (1993:95) addresses the limits of the ‘seductiveness’ of the interactionist
frame, citing its blend of ‘self-evident truths’, ‘political correctness’ and ‘a need for
mutual understanding and dialogue’. Both Silverman (1993:97) and Fielding
(1989:151) elaborate the work of Denzin (1970:133-8) in citing the limitations
levelled at interactionist approaches. These limitations involve consideration of the
interactionist problem of ‘self-representation’; the problem of ‘fleeting encounters’
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(to which the interviewed are uncommitted) leading to possibilities of fabrication; the
relative status of the interviewer and the interviewed; and the context of the interview
itself. These limitations can only be seen as problematic, if as Fielding (1989)
contends, there is an assumption of an empirical truth or fact, which lies behind them.
Silverman (1993:97) suggests that the interview contains the basic properties of all
social interactions, reflecting much of the ‘everyday’ world of social interaction, and
should be investigated rather than treated as a ‘problem’. Hence we find the notion of
symbolic interactionism as a kind of positivism-plus, wherein the plus is “a full
attention paid to the context of the interview as a form of interaction” (Fielding
1989:151).
Denzin (1970) notes that the technique of participant observation also has its
limitations. A tendency to focus on the present can be problematic, as much of what is
observable may be related to aspects of the immediate past. As the interview
component of this study was conducted sequentially over time, this reduced the likely
impact of any one incident on the interview data. The role of the observer was
inherently interactional; my presence in the project was to construct a dialogue around
the stories of the participants. This challenges a traditional, and still active view, of
literacy “as an autonomous, asocial, cognitive skill with little or nothing to do with
human relationships” (Gee 1990:49).
6.3.2

Interactionism, poststructuralism and interpretive ethnography

Interactionism as a governing framework is concerned with “the creation and change
of symbolic orders via social interaction” (Silverman 1993:47). Interpretive
ethnography has as its goal the explication and investigation of the everyday, of how
it works, of how it is, and of its actions and processes (Smith 1988:160). This is done
as a means to understand the co-ordination of institutional processes as a mediated
ideology, the categories and concepts of which express the relations of institutional
members (students/staff) to the institutional function. As the institutional function is
in part extralocal in focus, institutional ethnography can be a valuable methodological
tool in identifying the extralocal determinants of institutional practices. In other
words, it enables what Brennan (1997) would claim is an explication of some of the
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‘big issues’ around questions of epistemologies, ethics, politics and methodologies. In
the context of this thesis, this means asking:
•

What is academic literacy?

•

How is this determined?

•

How is its value fixed?

•

How is it differentiated between users? and;

•

How is a belief in its value maintained?

Silverman (1993:47) contends that concerns with identity and the symbolic order of
academic literacy practices carry direct implications for methodology.
As suggested earlier, Denzin (1989; 1970) rejects outright the notion that the
researcher is neutral, and that inquiry transpires in an ‘object to object’ environment,
opting rather for a ‘subject to subject’ relation to their data. In this light, it is possible
to explore the social relations people bring into being in and through their actual
practices. Such a method involves sharing in people’s lives in order to learn their
symbolic worlds, and by definition is interactive (Geertz 1983; 1973; Denzin 1970).
As an academic member of staff in the teaching programs of the community under
study, it was my aim to act as both participant and observer in the context of the
study. Strictly speaking this involves the researcher taking “the viewpoint of those
studied, understanding the situated character of interaction, and viewing social
processes over time” (Silverman 1993:48). The methodological purpose of
observation in the context of this study is to enable the development of formal
theories grounded in first hand data.
6.3.3

Academic literacy as an institutional frame

Frame theory enables the researcher to see the institution as facilitating the social
action of its members, by providing them with a frame for action, but constraining
and compelling them to act within that frame (Fairclough 1995). Goffman (1961 cited
in Silverman 1993: 49) provides an example of how recurrent rules can be taken as a
means to organise social interaction, namely:
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(i) Rules of courtesy, manners and etiquette.
(ii) Depending on the situation, rules of what is relevant or irrelevant in any
setting.
The second of Goffman's (1961) rule scenarios offers some insight to the method of
research employed here. As Chapter Five illustrates, it is possible to glean from
students what goes wrong, or what happens when student literacy breaks down. It is
also possible to obtain from both staff and students, which ‘perspectives’ on literacy
are excluded from institutional definitions, when this definition is successfully met.
This, says Goffman (1961 cited in Silverman 1993:49), reflects how rules of
relevance and irrelevance act as frames through which behaviours maybe defined.
How then is academic literacy framed and thus made observable within the tertiary
institution? Candlin et al (1996:4) provide a succinct answer. As well as “accessing
and displaying competence in literacy techniques”, student writers also need to
understand the orders of discourse, the historical and social organisation of the
discipline in which they are being initiated and recruited, and the relationships
between both. Being literate in this context means displaying through ‘conformist’
writing, an understanding of tribal disciplinary practices, within an acceptable
sociocultural, political and institutional framework. Candlin et al (1996) raise the
notion of literacy as membership currency, a form of institutional commodity
(Fairclough 1995;

Bourdieu 1991; Gee 1990). The concept of ‘frame’ offers a

powerful way by which to ask questions about relevant data related to student, staff
and institutional literacy practices. In sharing aspects of the social science program,
ethnographic research techniques are able to contribute to general statements about
the literacy project as a form of social organisation.

6.4 REPORTING RESULTS – DESCRIBING AND REPORTING
DATA USING CONVERSATIONAL ANALYSIS
The qualitative methodology to be used in this study centres around an interactionist
approach, and draws heavily on interpretive ethnography as a governing framework.
As language permeates and infuses all aspects of social life, a means of analysing
everyday language is vital as a medium by which to understand how institutional
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(symbolic) norms are transmitted, and transmuted, through a variety of forms of
discourse. Conversational Analysis is the method adopted by this project.
Conversational Analysis (or interaction analysis) is not concerned with language per
se, but recognises and acknowledges that talk is a primary vehicle for the
accomplishment of social actions in any social community (Heath & Luff 1994). This
marries well to institutional ethnography as a governing framework, as its primary
concern lies in explicating the resources that students, as apprentice writers, rely upon
in the production and recognition of the literacy project. Social and therefore
institutional actions are embedded in, and inseparable from a body of commonsense
reasoning, which renders observable behaviour accountable to the collective
understanding (Bourdieu 1991; Smith 1988; Foucault 1980; Garfinkel 1967). The
production and intelligibility of academic literacy are two sides of the same coin: the
resources relied upon in the production of academic literacy are the same resources
through which literacy practice becomes intelligible to the institution. These resources
are not generally public knowledge, but rather rest with the ‘social and historical’
orders of the discourse and discipline into which students learn to write, and can be
made accessible through the detailed case by case analysis of literacy in situ (Sacks
1992; Garfinkel 1967). Conversational Analysis has focused on the sociointeractional organisation that underlies the production of talk. Through detailed
inspection of in situ behaviours, Conversational Analysis is able to explicate the
‘features of context’ that are relayed by the researched themselves. The idea of
context is not simply concerned with the ‘frame’ in which action occurs, but in the
case of this project would seek to specify and provide evidence of student experiences
in mediating academic literacy.
The rationale for adopting Conversational Analysis as a means of description can be
summarised as the following. Human interaction is contextual and situated. Its sense,
impact and accountability are embedded within the local configuration of activity, and
the particular institution or situation in which it occurs (Smith 1988). As such the
meanings (both actual and symbolic) of an action are accomplished by the individual,
in situ. Social activity is therefore embedded in a foundation of shared beliefs. A
‘methodology’ is needed to inform how choices and actions are performed in a real
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world situation (Smith 1988; Foucault 1980). It is therefore open to assume that
individuals orientate to this shared methodology, both in the production and the
recognition of academic literacy. It is these practices, and the underlying reasoning
these practices convey, which form the content and focus of analytic attention.
Talk and visual conduct are the means by which social relations are expressed and
produced (Denzin 1989; 1970). Interaction is central to face-to-face encounters. The
organisation of talk (particularly in an interview study), and the co-ordination of nonverbal behaviours and cues, enables the researcher to locate participants’ orientations
to each other, as well as providing insights into the perspectives and actions of each
participant. Ethnomethodology (Sacks 1992; 1972; Garfinkel 1967) proposes that
through case-by-case analyses of situated student behaviours, we can begin to
explicate the organisation of academic literacy as social practice, as students produce
academic text, and as they encounter the textual productions of others. This shifts
analytic attention away from institutional notions of literacy, towards a consideration
of the resources used by students in their accounts of academic literacy. This is the
underlying aim of Ethnomethodology, and what Candlin et al (1996: 4) claim is
lacking in studies of institutional literacy.
6.4.1

Using Ethnomethodology to explore academic literacy

For the Ethnomethodologist, the subject of study is “the member’s knowledge of his
(sic) ordinary affairs, of his own organised enterprises, where that knowledge is
treated by us as part of the same setting that it also made orderable” (Garfinkel
1974:17). Flynn (1991) details a list of Ethnomethodology’s principal features,
features that, to varying degrees, impact on this study. The Ethnomethodological
features cited by Flynn (1991) and which are most relevant to this thesis are traceable
to Chapter Five, and include aspects of accountability, membership, local practices
and social order.
Chapter Five presented a conceptual map of student descriptions of academic writing
as a mediated practice. It drew on the ‘experience-near’ constructs of student writers,
and relied upon the ‘experience-distant’ frame of interpretive ethnography for reading
student perceptions of good academic writing (Geertz 1983). Central to this analysis
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is the Ethnomethodological notion of ‘indexical relations’, an expression used to
describe communicative episodes that depend upon unstated assumptions and shared
local knowledge as the basis for developing shared or intersubjective understanding
(Flynn 1991). The analysis in Chapter Five presented points of convergence in
student and staff conceptions of academic literacy, and in doing so shows how
indexical expressions operate as ordered properties that give rise to individual
accountability procedures around intersubjective notions of ‘good academic writing’.
The indexical properties of ‘good academic writing’ underpin the everyday activities
of literacy within a university faculty, and act as a reference to commonsense
understandings of existing social structures (Smith 1988).
Membership therefore becomes a means of understanding how academic literacy
operates as a social ordering practice within a university faculty. Ethnomethodologists
are concerned with what a member of a social group needs to know and do in order to
accomplish ‘membership, performative competence and identity’ (Flynn 1991: 28). In
this light, the activities involved in producing and managing community notions of
good academic writing, are the same activities that work to make student writers
accountable (Garfinkel 1967). To a large degree this is reflected in the findings of
Chapter Five, in the convergence of staff and student conceptions of ‘good academic
writing’.
A further premise of the Ethnomethodological process is its emphasis on the local
determination of meaning in social contexts (Smith 1988). The study of local practice
informs the collaborative processes by which people achieve order and structure
within their specific communities, and how they are able to describe knowledge in
everyday life. Hammersley (1992:24) emphasises the moment-by-moment nature and
local applications of ethnographic research. Flynn (1991:29) refers to this aspect of
ethnography as ‘situatedness’. Academic literacy as a situated practice is both
indexical and reflexively constitutive of student and staff perceptions, and the context
in which these are mediated. Individuals are thus invented, and can in turn invent
themselves through language (Beazley 1997).
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6.4.2

Language and the social organisation of knowledge

The preceding section highlights how the Ethnomethodological movement places a
strong emphasis on knowledge as socially constructed and materially organised.
Knowledge is the product of individuals in actual social settings, and is organised
through social and institutional relations. The analysis of action, in this case student
writing, must take account of how students use commonsense, shared knowledge, in
the actual context of its production. Garfinkel (1967) focuses on the representative
purpose of language as a means of defining how everyday transactions are described,
sorted, and classified in their context of use. Garfinkel’s (1967) treatment of
representative language involves understanding how utterances are constructively
interpreted in their context of use. Language is indexical in so far as it is subject to the
same range of circumstantial and interpretive moves as the action that it describes.
Contextual knowledge, that is awareness of who is speaking, where and to whom they
are speaking, becomes the frame through which action becomes intelligible to both
speaker and hearer.
6.4.3

Describing academic literacy using categories, collections and categorybound activities.

Sacks (1992) identified four aspects of culture that taken together provide a rich
heuristic for understanding and analysing subject descriptions. Silverman (1993: 81)
outlines how Sacks’ apparatus functions by detailing how ‘categories’, ‘collections’,
‘consistency’ and ‘category-bound activities’ intersect to establish a framework for
creating ways of ‘doing’ description. The first point identified by Sacks (1992) is
linked to Garfinkel’s (1967) notion of membership, and draws on how people use
‘categories’ to describe and account for action in an everyday context. Silverman
(1993) points to the fact that, ‘intelligible’ as they are, the categories attached to
people through the act of description can have serious implications for these people as
individuals. As illustrated in Chapter Two, the labelling of individuals as ‘illiterate’
through measuring Aspects of Literacy (ABS 1996) can leave these individuals open
to systemic intervention (broad-based literacy testing, workplace literacy programs)
on the basis of which aspect of ‘literacy’ they may, or may not be lacking. The form
of identity afforded the subject of literacy is heard as one possible identity from an
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existing collection of categories. Sacks (1972) referred to this allocative process as a
membership categorisation device (MCD).
The implications of this streaming for the subjects of literacy are extensive. To the
Ethnomethodologist, the individual subject can be located in more than one category,
suggesting that a framework of reference must operate between categories to fix
relevance within and across them as a ‘collection’. In this light, women studying in
the business faculty may have a specific experience of mediating academic literacy
that differs from those of male student-writers. Silverman (1993:81) contends that
each identity is heard as a category from ‘some’ collection of categories, or what
Sacks (1972) called ‘membership categorisation devices’.
Silverman (1993:81) further suggests that a ‘hearing rule’ operates to structure how
descriptions are heard in a given public context. This hearing rule functions to
establish consistency across categories. Silverman (1993:82) suggests that when two
or more categories are used to describe at least two members of a population and
where it is possible to hear the categories as belonging to the same collection, “we
hear them that way”. In this way, it is common to hear the categories of ‘student’ and
‘staff’ in relation to the faculty (collection). A fourth point Silverman (1993)
attributes to Sacks relates to understanding and describing category-bound activities.
These activities are said to be category-bound to the extent that they are generally
activities that are expected of people who stand for, or are incumbent to a particular
category, and which can provide commentary on that person’s social identity.
Much of Chapter Three includes an overview of how academic writing is constituted
as an act of self-representation, a ‘struggle’ on many dimensions that is enacted
through the act of writing. Chapter Five provides a map of the conceptual world of
academic literacy according to the intellectual collaborations of student and staff
writers of the faculty who are the focus of this project. The ‘categories’ of good
academic writing detailed in Chapter Five, were constructed as much through the
domains of practice, as they were through the corpus of knowledge displayed in
student accounts. In this fashion, category-bound activities are normatively organised
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with respect to perceived levels of competence, and are used by students to describe
and account for the activities they observe.
For purposes of this project, the category of good academic writing predicates a
conventional view of literacy as related to successful studentship. The application of
standard-relational binaries enables the researcher to build category-tied activities
around conceptions of ‘poor academic writing’, and the consequential outcomes of
both good and poor categories of performance. In this way, category-bound activities
aligned with conceptions of academic literacy are said to be indexical expressions of
how academic literacy is enacted as mediated practice. The fundamental concern of
this project is to describe an understanding of how social practice, expressed in
discourses of academic literacy, works to assemble relations between students and
staff through disciplinary writing conventions. Membership Categorisation Analysis
enables the researcher to interpret how knowledge about academic literacy is
constructed through the examination of everyday talk and action as local instances of
categorical ordering (Smith 1988). This enables the project to further focus on how
knowledge about ‘identity’, ‘literacy’ and ‘social opportunity’ is pieced together to
account for ‘academic literacy’, and how this account is given legitimacy and
coherence through supporting discourses.
Silverman (1993:133) concludes that in terms of institutional talk, ethnographic
studies can contribute much to our understanding of how institutions work, yet in
some ways are dependent on our ‘taken-for-granted’ version of how institutions are.
At this level, we are able to appreciate how people respond to their settings in a
thematic sense, but less able to appreciate how people ‘as interactants’ reveal ‘an
orientation’ to the institutional (or other) contexts in which they are located. In terms
of academic literacy this is an important consideration, as the context of the literacy
project is a key determinant of its form, style and construction (Gee 1990; Nightingale
1988; Martin & Ramsden 1986). The temporal construction of the literate individual
is expressed through conformity to and reproduction of cultural, social, historical and
linguistic practices (Candlin et al 1996; Fairclough 1995; Bourdieu 1991). In other
words, in order to understand how the literate individual is variously constructed, we
need to identify a research method capable of inferring ways in which participants
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might display ‘an orientation’ to institutional or other contexts by explicating
institutional talk.

6.5 CAPTURING LITERACY EXPERIENCE – OPENING
WINDOWS THROUGH THE INTERVIEW
The framing of academic literacy has been described as a matter of the non-specialist
student displaying, through conformist writing, an understanding of specific
disciplinary knowledge within the context of sociocultural, political and institutional
disciplinary demands (Candlin et al 1996). The strength of this formulation is
undermined by the deterministic view it imposes on the actors and agents involved in
the process of acquiring an inherited form of literacy. The heterogenous subject is an
increasing feature and resident of the academy, as is a move towards new and
converging disciplines (Reid 1996) and the texts, practices and benchmarks these
create.
Higher education is an inherently social setting. It was argued in Chapter Three that
the context of academic literacy demands a method of investigation that is capable of
explicating the social and historical determinants of disciplinary writing practices.
The relationship between textual control and the professional bodies that capture this
control, eventually works to vest “language with symbolic significance and
ideological power" (Candlin et al 1996:6). In understanding the institution, we come
therefore to understand its code of literacy. Hence it follows that, by studying the
configuration of literacy as an institutional artefact, it is possible to come to an
enlarged understanding of its commodity value. The social and symbolic value of
literacy will define access rights, and authority status (Bourdieu 1991). Literacy in the
academy is thus framed between two distinct markers. It is firstly a means to contest
the uniformity imposed on members of the academy, through the ‘discipline’ of
academic writing. Secondly, literacy works to reinforce the institutional uniformity of
the academy, by denying the heterogeneity of its subjects. Intersubjectivity in this
community, reveals both contesting epistemological positions within the disciplines,
as well as evidence of the writer’s personal recruitment to a dominant, and definitive
position. Interviews thus become the window by which the descriptive, interpretive,
and explanatory analyses of the thesis will be conducted.
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The personal stories of the participants in the study were compiled by way of
interview, and collated as narrative accounts of mediated literacy practices. A total of
twenty-five interviews were recorded and transcribed. Ethnomethodology provides
the governing framework for analysis. Student experiences have been collated to
enable a broader conceptualisation of the literacy project. This discussion is used in
the contextualisation phase of the project, Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight, to elicit
and explicate current discourses and practices that make up student constructions of
the literate individual.
6.6 BRACKETING AND CONTEXTUALISING THE STUDY
In terms of the spatial and temporal construction of the literate person, two methods
of data treatment have been adopted. The first involves a thematic analysis using a
simple category matrix to chart the spatial dimension of the academic literate. This
was presented in Chapter Five. The second involves detailed consideration of subject
orientations to the institutional context (temporal dimension) using Conversational
Analysis. This is presented as analysis in Chapter Seven, and elaborated in Chapter
Eight. The findings of this study are thus bracketed around these two specific data
analysis moves.
The construction phase of the study (Chapter Seven) involved classification,
organisation and conceptualisation of the data into a coherent whole (Denzin 1989).
This data reflects the actual accounts of research subjects, locating events, acts, and
meanings as recurring themes within a broad thematic analysis of what it means to be
literate within the (temporal) context of the academy. Interrelationships between
interview segments are highlighted so that any concise patterns emerging from
subject accounts ‘hang together' as a coherent statement of experience. In terms of
individual accounts of subject orientations to institutional and other discourses (a
temporal dimension), treatments of subject accounts using conversational analysis
have been adopted to explicate student positioning, identity, and self-perception. This
reflection has been organised and expressed through analysis of conversational
device, of which linguistic classifications constitute one means of detection.
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In order to contextualise the project outcomes, it was necessary to interpret both the
themes and the subject-orientations emerging through the interview stage of the study.
This enabled a better understanding of how that which is represented by the
institution through language (in terms of goals, practices, products and role
relationships, and disciplinary knowledge), becomes the key to understanding literate
behaviour within a disciplinary and academic context. This has enabled the researcher
to reformat subject experiences within the everyday world of the academy, shedding
light and understanding on more complex spatial, temporal and institutional
constructions of the literate individual. After the interpretations are presented in
Chapter Seven, the data are reassembled into an interpretive framework (Chapter
Eight), with a view to eliciting the recurring themes, orientations and configurations
of academic literacy, and enabling the contextualisation of research findings.

6.7

SUMMARY

The purposes of this chapter have been to outline and comment on the methodological
underpinning of the stages of the research project discussed in Chapter Seven and
Chapter Eight. The express aim of Chapter Six was to describe a way of doing
research into discourse that achieved two analytical purposes:
•

To identify a methodology able to challenge modernist conceptions
of research by making space for postmodern interpretation; and,

•

To explore interpretive procedures that is able to articulate how
community members produce and maintain subjective and
intersubjective views of what constitutes academic literacy.

The methodological positioning outlined in this chapter details an interpretive
research paradigm, located within the situated experience of the research subjects, and
considerate of the institutional underpinnings of literacy as social practice. An
argument for Ethnomethodology as a methodological approach was presented. A
theoretical justification of data collection methods was offered, capturing the next
stage of the thesis as an interview stage. Issues around data analysis were explored,
with the study relying on a thematic analysis to examine the temporal dimensions of
academic literacy in the faculty. Conversational Analysis was chosen as the basis for
examining

the

temporal

(read

experiential,

ethnic,

political,

social,

and
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representational) orientations of subjects to academic literacy as institutional practice.
The project offers multiple techniques for data gathering, with the core unit of
analysis being the (problematic) experience of how student writers mediate academic
literacy. The bracketing and contextualisation section of the chapter provides details
of how student experiences of academic writing have been classified, organised and
regathered for analysis. The interview is identified as the most appropriate method for
gathering participant experiences, and for explicating how social practice, expressed
in discourses, works to assemble specific relations between people. The analysis of
student talk commences in Chapter Seven.
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Chapter Seven:
Analysing Student Talk about Academic Literacy.
7.0

Chapter Overview

In Chapter Five literacy practices were shown to be collaboratively constructed
endeavours. Students, lecturers and texts interact to produce and reproduce changes in
the social practice of literacy, developing new forms of ‘what-counts-as-literacy’. In
the analysis shown in this chapter, the reproduction of social practices as literacy
outcomes are shown to make sense by drawing on membership categorisation device
(MCD) analysis (Jayyusi 1991; Heritage 1984; Sacks 1972; Garfinkel 1967 ). MCD
is used to chart the underlying frameworks that make ‘good academic writing’
possible, and in turn, able to be understood, identified and described by community
members. Membership categorization analysis explains how it is that within a given
social context particular versions of knowledge about academic literacy are taken as
commonsense, and how it is that these versions have significance and legitimacy and
preference over others.
In particular, the analyses set down in this chapter follow the framework employed by
Freebody, Ludwig and Gunn (1995) to determine which categories of people are
established in and by student talk on academic literacy, and which category contrasts
are established through student talk. This requires differentiation between:
•
•
•
•

those contrasts that are explicit, and those that are implicit in student talk;
the predicates attached to certain categories emerging from talk on academic
literacy;
the cause-effect relationships used by informants to explain category-attribute
connections; and
the substantiation procedures used by speakers to confirm category-attribute
connections.

The process of counting, elaborating and documenting categories enables an analysis
of academic literacy as a cultural topic.
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7.1 Using the Interview as Data
Members of the higher education community daily and interactively encounter the
wider culture of the academy. Understanding that this process is in part problematic is
partly a consequence of the application of methodologies outlined in Chapter Six.
Poststructuralism, Ethnomethodology and social constructivism provide a theoretical
lens through which to view the social construction of reality, knowledge and
ideology, and in turn to view how discursive themes may be treated as displays of
institutional social practices which seek to reproduce certain ‘ways of being’. In a
setting such as higher education, where multiple discourses apply, Bourdieu’s (1991)
notion of ‘habitus’ provides an explanatory frame for capturing the means by which
individuals reconcile and adapt to competing discourses. These self-choices reveal the
impact of various discourses on the identity of the social subjects in question - namely
the students and staff of the faculty. The interview is an effective means of explicating
this.
7.1.1 Capturing conversations about literacy
Interactions around higher education curriculum and instruction have been
demonstrated in Chapter Five to allow and normalize the reproduction of forms of
academic literacy. It is through conversational interactions that students are shown,
and publicly affirm themselves to be the bearers of the institutional cultures of higher
education. In order to capture the nature of ‘student talk’ about academic literacy, the
notation for transcribing interviews in this thesis follows that used by Silverman
(1993:118). This series of transcription conventions are relied upon to turn
conversation into data. The linguistic character of data in the field of research into
academic literacy was highlighted in Chapter Two. Silverman (1993:115) points to
the need for research into academic literacy to take care to observe the ‘language
games’ in which data is observed and constructed. The following section outlines how
this will be done. The following transcription conventions (Table 7.1) are relied upon
in the description of interview talk:
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Table 7.1 Transcription Conventions Specific to this Thesis
Transcription Symbol
125

Number of Turn in Interview Sequence

(CB)

Refers to Interviewer Talking

(I)

Refers to Informant Talk

/

Latched Turns

//

Heard as an interruption

[

Simultaneous talk

(3.0)

Approximate length of pause in seconds

(

Untranscribable

)

(word)

uncertain transcription

so-it-is

Words said quickly

?

Interrogative or upward intonation

.

Downward intonation

…

Beginning or continuation of talk omitted

must

emphasis

Silverman (1985) identifies an essential distinction between the positivist position
that treats the interview as a somewhat mechanistic information transfer session, and
the interpretive position held by Ethnomethodologists who are interested in the
manner by which interviews report on aspects of their own structure. Block (1995:36)
extends the framework provided by Silverman (1985) by suggesting that while the
interview can capture some of what individuals say as representing their innermost
thoughts, the very act of conversing about one’s views alters these views in some
way. In urging the interviewer to take account of the social constraints and outcomes
of the interview situation, Block (1995) points to the interview as being contingent
upon the social construction of the interviewer, a point captured by Jorgensen
(1991:211).
Interviews…. are characterised by a reciprocal perspective - taking
on the part of the interviewer and respondent as each guesses at the
state of the other’s knowledge and anticipates the other’s response.
How interviewees make sense and respond to the interviewer’s
questions is embedded in the larger process of coming to know who
the interviewer is.
Thus the data emerging from interviews are transformed by informant perceptions of
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the interviewer in the same way that day to day interlocutors perceive and interpret
one another.
This ‘translation’ effect is also subject to the social constraints of perceived and actual
imbalances in power relations between the interviewer and the informant. Block
(1995:40) contends that “the person who has the right to ask the questions, in essence,
exercises some power over the person being asked”, condemning the researcher to the
superior power role in the interview process. Whilst affording the interviewer more
status in the situated interview, this does not guarantee control over interview
outcomes, but may inadvertently encourage informants to (deliberately or
accidentally) play havoc with an interview schedule. One such instance emerged
through this study, and is cited below as an exchange between the interviewer (CB)
and the informant (I) in transcript eight (8).
(CB) And a further question for you… What has being literate meant to
you as a student?
(I) What’s literate? (3) The question. Ah … being literate meant to me as
a student? As a student (2) not much. As a person, a lot. But not as a
student, not.
(CB) What then has being literate meant to you as a person?
(I)
As a person it means… being literate means that I cannot move?
I become a sponge sort of thing. But then I become a student but it’s not
- but being a student and being literate I don’t see (2) what the connection
is?
(CB) //Are you suggesting that literacy has more than one meaning to
you?
(I) Alright…. no I can’t say that. Oh you can’t say what is, what is the
question? What does literate mean as a student so I am a student now so
being literate means?…. I’m not sure if I’m a literate or a student(.).

What emerges here is an instance where the interviewer exercises structural control
over the course of the interview, but where the interviewee exercises control over the
substance of the exchange. The cause of the apparent breakdown in the process is
incidental. What is important is that the informant is controlling the interview at this
point of transcription. The interviewer occupies the more statusful ground through
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interaction, but this does not guarantee a cohesive, nor ‘pure’ set of pre-determined
responses.
7.1.2 The interview as a performance
The performative aspect of interviews also acts as a constraint in the reading of
interview data. Block (1995:43) contends that the “very fact that the researcher asks
the individual to provide information about a given phenomenon invests that
individual with a degree of authority which he/she is probably not accustomed to
having”. In this light, information is not seen to be lying dormant in the informant’s
head ready to be called upon by anyone whom is able and opportune enough to do so;
rather it has to be enacted and performed as part of an exchange. Such an example
emerged in transcript fourteen (14) in this study. The topic of the interview extract is
disciplinary language, and the informant is an undergraduate student.
(CB)
Fine?: In your opinion do different disciplines have their own
ways of speaking and language?
(I)
Yes ….. they have a totally different language and, (2) and very
technical words that they use where you would not have the faintest of
what they meant.
(CB)

Mm?

(I)
Abbreviations are very big … a lot of people are using them
nowadays.
(CB) True (.).
(I)
//In um, all aspects of life. You know AHRI? A lot of people go
“whats that?”. Australia’s Human Resource Institute, and they go ‘Ohh,
Okay!” They wouldn’t know what it meant, but people that are in our
profession, they know exactly what it meant when they say that to us? Or
when they say multi-skilling, or um …right-sizing, a lot of people will be
going, that aren’t in the discipline would not know what you meant. So I
think we do use a lot of catch words and phrases that ah (2) make sense to
use, but not to other people who-are-not-in-the-industry.
In this context the interviewer is not strictly a questioner, because what he/she gets
from the informant is not strictly an answer to a question; rather, the interviewer is a
catalyst or even a producer, an agent who causes cultural knowledge to made visible,
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and present. This exchange points to the likelihood that informants do not just provide
an account of the ‘facts’, but rather provide an account of what Block (1995) terms
the ongoing structuring of themselves in the conversational context. Block (1995:44)
contends that the “lesson to be learned here is that the interviewer can never really
know if what he/she is getting from the informant is bare information or the
edification of the informant”. This challenges the assumption that individuals when
asked will relate past events with a concern for accuracy and neutrality. Their
discourse is not so much an insight to their innermost thoughts as it is a window on
how they choose to construct themselves in this conversation.
7.1.3

The interview as a natural exchange

Silverman (1985:170) raises the likelihood of a third possible position for the
interview beyond that of the purely positivist and Ethnomethodological positions.
This third position is discussed in some detail in Chapter Six of this thesis, which
identifies Ethnomethodology as an interpretive methodology wherein the discourses
that form and underpin social practice can be identified and made explicit. Once made
explicit, these discursive practices instantiated in ‘talk’ about academic literacy,
provide the data for critical analysis, which will enable meaning to be made of and
from discourse. The particular positions offered by the speakers are seen as both
‘natural’ and ‘factual’ exchanges in the life of the community under study, through
what Heritage (1984:146) termed ‘active contextualising’.

In this context, the

interview as a data set is taken as an extension of the social action of its participants.
Silverman (1985:170) suggests that in the context of the interview we “witness both
artful and possible universal conversational practices and the display of cultural
particulars expressing variable social practices”. The interview is thus taken as a
“display of (cultural) perspective and moral form” (Silverman 1985:171). Jayyusi
(1991:241) stresses the role of culture in formulating the values and morals of a
community. Community culture, like community-values and community-morals, is
embedded in co-constructed conversational outcomes.
The practices, in which our category concepts are embedded and
used, and the knowledge contexts bound up with them, are the ones
in which description and appraisal, the conceptual, moral, and
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practical are reflexively and irremediably bound-up with and
embedded in each-other. Intelligibility is constituted in practicomoral terms.
The inseparability and embeddedness of culture, knowledge and values in
conversational practice is relevant to both the analytical and methodological aspects
of this thesis. In viewing the interview as a ‘local accomplishment’ Silverman (1993:
104) acknowledges the roles of both the interviewer and the interviewee in using their
‘commonsense knowledge’ of social structures and practices in making themselves
heard. The utterances they produce ‘in context’ must be adequate for the practical
purposes of being heard. From this standpoint, the interview relates broader
sociological questions to the interrogation of data, and to the coherence of the
findings and the implications that may be drawn. In doing so, interviews ‘reproduce
and rearticulate’ cultural practices, which in turn are grounded in “given patterns of
social organisation” (Silverman 1993:105). Instances of talk about academic literacy
viewed through the discursive interactions of the participants should therefore reveal
something more of ‘what-counts-as-literacy’ across a community of users. The
analysis should also inform more fundamental questions relating to the nature of
knowledge about academic literacy, the relationship of knowledge, values and
ideology in framing literacy practice in higher education, and how student members
of the academy interactively encounter the culture of academic writing.

7.2. Approaching the Interview through Conversation Analysis
A number of Conversation Analytic notions and devices are used in the analysis of
the interviews that follow. The first of these suggests that the interview is structurally
organised, and that contributions are contextually fixed as adjacency pairs (Heritage
1984). An adjacency pair occurs when talk involves the expectation of turn-taking on
the part of one conversational partner (Livingston 1987). Indexical expressions are
those groups of words which depend for their meaning upon the context or the
“circumstances of their utterance” (Livingston 1987:74). These often includes the use
of words such as ‘it’, ‘he’, ‘here’, ‘now’ and are used functionally by coconversational participants as a means of shifting the meaning of an expression by
claiming changes to referents. In students’ accounts of academic literacy, indexical
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expressions can be used to explicate the discourses in which the informants locate
themselves. Talk about academic literacy draws upon cultural understandings that
stem from personal, community and professional constructions. These constructions
enable ‘talk’ to be heard or seen as appropriate and relevant to members of a
particular culture. It is this process which enables student writers to take up certain
discourse positions, and is the same process by which discourses are legitimated and
recognised.
Jayyusi (1984) described the conversation analytic characteristics of categorisation,
and the broader membership categorisation device (MCD). Categorisation is able to
disclose various properties of community-culture, community-values and community
morals by identifying the relevant categories employed by community members in
their descriptions of self and social phenomena (Sacks 1972). The MCD is an analytic
device resulting from linked and linking sets of categories. The MCD is also an
expression of the relationships between the categories established through participant
talk, and the disclosure of community culture and moral order embedded in ‘natural’
and ‘factual’ conversational exchanges. Hester (1992:157) captures the dynamic of
the membership categorisation device as:
Membership categories are classifications or social types that may
be used to describe persons and non-personal objects … These
categories are linked together to form membership categorization
devices.

Analysis of interview data can therefore proceed through analysis of MCDs, given
that the MCD is compiled through linking individual membership categories through
the same means that conversation (and understanding) between members is built. Talk
about academic literacy makes sense because members have recourse to existing
membership categorisation devices.
The analyst’s task in analysing the interview is to illustrate the conceptual and
interpretive moves that are relied upon to make the talk coherent and intelligible
within its local context of use. Eglin and Hester (1992) show how interview talk can
be used to capture the contrasting categories relied upon by speakers to build and
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construct an over-arching framework for description. The use of standard relational
pairs involves the categorisation of conversational members into types through the
building of paired categories such as ‘husband-wife’, ‘student-lecturer’, and ‘literate
and non-literate’. These paired categories - once established through talk - have
incumbent category features, what Sacks (1972) termed category-bound activities. In
this light, the category of student-lecturer might perform the constitutive function of
sharing a discipline, doing assessment, and learning. In the context of the interview,
standard relational pairs work through viewing each pair member as assuming the
other.
7. 2.1

About the interview

As described above, this project adopts the view that the interview represents
interaction that is structurally organised, and that contributions by the interviewer and
the interviewee are contextually oriented (Heritage 1984). The interview process for
this project is outlined in detail in Appendix 2, as an elaborated interview schedule. In
terms of structural organisation, the turn-taking sequence of the interview is presented
as a semi-structured exchange. Explicit in the interview schedule are the organising
principles of the interview which provide governance over the conduct of the
interview in terms of:
• Time sequences for key questions
• Protocols for introduction and closure of each question
• The rationale underlying key questions
The contextual orientation of the interview is also explicit in terms of:
• The bracketing and organisation of key interviewer questions into the following
sequences.


The realities of course and subject selection



Being a student in your course of study



Managing as students



Subject and course preferences by gender
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Mapping student literacy experiences

• The sequencing of follow-up questions and prompts used by the interviewer to
explore each of the above points.
Both the structural organisation and contextual orientation of the interview support
Silverman’s (1985) notion that the interview is both ‘artful and possible’ as a
description of the practice of academic literacy. The defining characteristic of the
question and answer sequence directs both the structural organisation and contextual
orientation of the interview talk. Each interview in some way will look like other
interviews, but the ‘possibilities’ that emanate from interview talk mark each
interview as different, given different perceptions, backgrounds, expectations and
frameworks of the participants. Each piece of interview talk can be taken as an
individual account of the ‘cultural particulars’ of academic literacy, grounded in the
patterns of social organisation that shape higher education (Silverman, 1993). The
interview enables the researcher to make sense of what-counts-as-literacy to the
individual in context.
In total, twenty-five interviews are discussed. The informants are members of the
community on which they report, and are implicated in the literacy events they seek
to describe. These same informants are also members of other social groups and
communities, apart from higher education. Data presented in this chapter indicates
that membership of these other communities impact upon how participants ‘talk’
about literacy as a subset of higher education. Given informants’ memberships in
other social groups outside the academy, the accounts of academic literacy rendered
here have validity beyond that of the local higher education setting. With the specific
concerns of this thesis in mind, how academic literacy is socially described, a range of
decisions were made as to what must be attended to in the data. While continuing to
pursue aspects of convergence in participant accounts of academic literacy, that is
views expressed consistently across the range of participants, the researcher made
judgements about which sections of the interview data would be presented to scaffold
emerging themes. These choices were based on the analytic method specified in
Chapter Six, with the principal aim of interpreting those sections of talk that provide
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immediate reference to the focus of the study. In this light, categorisation of
participant talk begins with the specific interview question: What has being literate
meant to you as a student?
7.2.2 The Informants
The interview sample comprised twenty-five participants, each of whom was a
participant in stage one of the data analysis as discussed in Chapter Five of this thesis.
Table 7.2: Comparison of Text Response and Interview Samples
Text Response Sample
Category
Female
Male
Age
18-21
22-31
32-41
42-51
Background
ESB
NESB
International
Study-year
1st
2nd
3rd
Post Grad
Status
Full-time
Part-time
Employment
Yes
No

Interview Sample

Frequency
84
91

Percentage
48
52

75
55
37
8

43.5
31.4
20.6
4.5

121
47
8

69
26.5
4.5

95
40
22
18

54
23
13
10

133
42

76
24

79
96

45
55

Category
Female
Male
Age
18-21
22-31
32-41
42-51
Background
ESB
NESB
International
Study-year
1st
2nd
3rd
Post Grad
Status
Full-time
Part-time
Employment
Yes
No

Frequency
13
12

Percentage
52
48

10
8
5
2

40
32
20
8

19
3
3

76
12
12

8
6
7
4

32
24
28
16

21
4

84
16

15
10

60
40

Stage one of the data analysis featured text analysis of 175 student-writer responses to
the prompt - what is good academic writing? As part of the response, the 175 student
participants were asked if they would like to contribute further to the study by
participating in the interview phase of the project. Initially, thirty-two per cent (32%)
of participants indicated that they would be willing to participate in the interview
phase of the project and provided contact details to this effect. On further application,
twenty-five participants (14% of the original text response sample) formed the
informant sample for the interview phase. Table 7.2 presents a summary of the
characteristics of contributing samples, for both the text response and interview
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components of the study. This table can be used to make some comments about the
nature of the sample at both stages of data analysis. Participation in the interview
stage of the project was optional, with all informants ‘self-presenting’ for the
interview stage. In this light it was never intended that the interview sample should
replicate the profiles of the larger text response sample. It is also important to note
that whilst the interview sample is not intended to confirm the sample characteristics
of the larger text response group, both samples present similar characteristics on the
variables in Table 7.2.
Of particular note here is the similar composition of the two samples. Similarity in
demographics related to age groupings, and similarity in full-time/part-time student
status are obvious features. Some discrepancies in sample characteristics are apparent
in demographics related to ethnicity, with a slight increase in native speaking students
as a percentage of the total interview sample. This is also accompanied by a shift in
distributions from Non-English Speaking Students (NESB) to International students
in the interview sample. These shifts are not considered to have a significant impact
on either the method or interpretive process applied.
Table 7.2 (above) also reports a decreased incidence of first year students
participating in the interview phase of the project as a percentage of the total sample.
This is accompanied by increases in the number of third (3rd) year and postgraduate
students as participants in the interview phase. To some degree this shift towards
greater participation levels by third year and postgraduate students in the interview
phase is reflected in a secondary shift in the ratio of students currently in
employment, as compared to those not employed. In the interview sample, the
incidence of employment amongst participants increased from 45%to 60%,
suggesting that ‘older’ participants are more likely to be engaged in some form of
employment.

7.3. Reporting Data – Inflections on the Literate Self
7.3.1 Constructions of the self as academically literate
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The first step in undertaking membership categorisation analysis is to determine the
salient categories of people that exist in the interview talk. These categories may be
express or implied through the process of talk. The second step in category analysis
involves locating the attributions attached to each of the categories, both expressed
and implied. These attributions apply to the institutions, practices and processes that
frame literacy in the higher education field. The final step of analysis involves
examining the connections between categories and attributions, and how these are
grounded in member culture and in turn give rise to social action. Determining what
categories of people are represented in informant talk about academic literacy, and
how these categories are framed, allows for organisation of some notions of how the
academic literate is spatially and temporally constructed, and what kind of cultural
and moral ordering this might reflect.
The entire corpus of interviews was scanned to determine a sense of the main
dimensions of student talk. Sections of the talk that exemplify these dimensions were
identified and extracted from the main corpus, and amounted to sixty-eight pages. In
this light, categorisation of participant talk begins with the specific interview
question:
What has being literate meant to you as a student?
One place to begin to understand what-counts-as-literacy from a student perspective
is to pinpoint the ways in which literacy practice acts to reproduce subjects and their
positions, or to call taken for granted positions into question. As indicated in Chapter
Five, it is not through literacy that subjects are necessarily made, but rather they are
validated, affirmed and thereby (re)produced. This raises the essential question of
whether ‘what-counts-as-literacy’ is really ‘what-counts-as-affirmation’. To begin to
understand this question, the project presents an analysis of three specific encounters
of student talk.
7.3.2

Encounter One – Working up student views on What-counts-as-literacy
161 (CB)
Now the question I have for you is … what has being
literate meant to you as a student?
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162 (I)
OK (being literate). I've never really thought about it that
much. It's just something that comes naturally. Not naturally. It's
learned. In fact you just assume that it's - now it's natural. Um, I continue
learning because I (.) enjoy it and the main basis of that is being able to
read and being able to understand things. I have, I suppose I haven’t seen
it from my own experience .... but I will just give you an example. My
sister, my elder sister, went straight from school into a vocational job
where she, (1) she's very good at it, and this is the type of position - she's
a (2) draughtsperson, she can, she's now gone back to university to study
externally and was, like me - very practical, very stubborn - knows what
she wants to do - we tend to be at loggerheads until she started studying.
She - with her experience as being exposed to different types of
philosophies, different theories, reading and taking in and learning from
things, she has broadened her outlook on life so dramatically that we sit
down and debate things now simply because it's fun. Because we enjoy
doing it. And I see a similarity between her and a lady that I work with.
Similar age group. She didn't finish school. Got married. Had a baby,
you know. A secretary. Intelligent but doesn't see her own - doesn't see
that in herself. Has very little confidence. Yet I can see the similarity
with her and my sister in that if she was to study or to do something else
actively with her mind, she would be able … she would broaden her
outlook on life and not be so narrow and focussed on you know …
different (ideals). So I suppose personally I don't see that the major (2)
um, - I suppose I can't see a change from not knowing and not learning
because I'm continually doing it but I can see it when I look at other
people - namely my sister. She is just - it's mind-blowing the difference
that it's made on her. I think it's extremely important.
(163)(CB)
university?

It might have sharpened up her literacy skills at

(164)(I) //Yeah, and a lot more um - she comes up with ideas that I sort
of wouldn't even think of sometimes and I would have read her
assignments. She gives them to me to read and I think WOW! She's got a
really good writing technique and that I think can make all the difference
in an assignment. You can have all the right points and write it
pathetically and get a really bad mark for it, um but if you've got the good
point, you've got the right points and write it well, you can impart ... you
know to anyone who reads it and whether they study or not, whether
they're studying or not, and it's the way I've always( done it) if you write to write an assignment, if you write it and anyone can pick it up, read it
and understand what you're writing, then you've done it well.
(T 9 161 – 164)
There are several key categories in this talk that demonstrate the student’s role as
bearer and reproducer of public conventions and codes of behaviour in terms of whatcounts-as-literacy. These categories give rise to attributions that describe literacy
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from a functional standpoint (reading for understanding), as a range of personal
capabilities, as an arbiter of social practice, as disciplinary nuance, and as a range of
institutional practice. The sequence also displays two derived membership
categorisation devices: one features the informant as a reproducer of what-counts-asacademic literacy; and the other features the informant as a reproducer of what
constitutes everyday literacy. Implicit in the ordering of these devices is a connection
between emerging categories, and the literacy skills of members of categories
collected through these devices.
In turn 162 the informant engages in a form of perspective display which marks her
academic literacy as learned capability, framed within a standard relational pair of
‘learned as distinct from natural’ practice. As a learned practice, literacy serves the
functional purpose of enabling learning through developing the processes of ‘reading
and understanding’. These two attributes not only capture the ‘main base’ of literacy
in the academy according to the informant, but also serve the cause and effect
function of bringing ‘enjoyment, status and providing social advantage’. In turn 162
the informant engages in an elaborate substantiation move which involves
triangulation between herself, her sister and ‘the lady that I work with’. In order to
accentuate the markings of the literate, the informant draws upon the first of her
external references - her sister - to provide a compelling account of how literacy can
transform personal capabilities, and redefine social opportunities and relationships.
The impact of this move is significant, as it at once demonstrates the competence of
the informant within her social world - the university - and transfers the substantiating
move to her sister, who is constructed as holding a contestable position outside that
on display.
The sister is described by the informant as ‘elder’, ‘at loggerheads’, ‘very practical’,
‘stubborn’, holding a ‘vocational job - a draughtsperson’ and most significantly from
an identification aspect, ‘like me’. Since returning to study, and enlisting in new
‘philosophies, theories and ways of reading and talking’, the sister has ‘broadened her
outlook on life’ to the extent that she is provided as an example to validate the literacy
practices and frames of the informant.
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A second substantiation move makes this device even more emphatic. The informant
introduces a second external referent in the person of a ‘lady that I work with’. The
introduction of this move signifies to the listener an intention to shift the work of
substantiation to a third person, this time implicated in the ideological, rhetorical and
relational interpretations of the informant. This ‘lady that I work with’ is constructed
initially as similar to the informant’s sister - similar ‘age’, ‘she didn’t finish school’,
‘got married’, ‘had a baby’, ‘intelligent’ but with very little confidence and insight.
Without the transformative impact of an ‘academic’ way of literacy, she remains
‘narrow and focussed on different ideals’, in what is painted as a comparatively
restricted code. Implied in this analysis is a view of the academic literate as a
continuous learner (Beazley 1997), an acknowledgment of the need to ‘top-up’
literacy skills as the basis for participation in higher education specifically, and
contemporary society in general. Literacy within the academy, (and by implication of
the sister account outside the academy) is an apparent innoculation for the moral well
being of individuals (Freebody 1994). Literacy as a concept of signification is used to
mark the subject who has actualised from the subject who has fossilised (Graff 1987).
This is not only a personal perspective in the context of turn number 162, but one that
is validated by the social actions of contextually relevant members. In this light,
literacy can be recognised as a description of a local practice, with cultural as well as
moral systems of order which in turn attach themselves to the actions of community
members.
The structure of turns 161 to 164 implicates the notion of overlapping and dependent
contexts of meaning: that is the meanings derived from instances of talk are
dependent on certain and consistent meanings being available in the wider context of
educational discourses. In turn, these same discourses depend for their meaning upon
related sources from the broad socio-economic contexts of which it is assumed they
continue to belong. The implication of this inter-dependency of contexts suggests that
any interpretation drawn from informant talk about what-counts-as-literacy will need
to reflect each of the contexts in which informant talk is set. These include, first, the
broad socio-cultural level at which the value of literacy is set down as social
discourse. Second, these interpretations must also reflect understandings about the
way in which institutions and professions ‘take-up’, merge and then subsequently re175
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inflect these values. Finally, any interpretation of what-counts-as-literacy will need to
reflect the interactions between individual participants involved in talk about literacy.
A ‘good writing technique’, coupled with the ‘right points’ allows the writer to
‘impart knowledge’ regardless of context. The informant represents her sister as an
exponent of academic writing in turn 162. By turn 164, the sister is represented as the
literate being, whose capabilities are expounded further in turn 164. This
categorisation device is transported across turns 162 and 164, although in turn 164 has
no express relational pair - the everyday literate is merely implied. In turn 164 the
informant moves to raise the importance of the technical aspects of writing, and in
doing so adds strength to the membership categorisation device of the academic
literate, by making connections to the types of literacy skills membership entails.
These connections continue into turn 166.
(165)(CB)
program?

Mm, …. So how important has print literacy been to your

(166)(I) Extremely important. Um, like I said before, I'm continually
reading. Sometimes I think there are excessive amounts and I can't
understand why they ask you to read so much and then I suppose there's a
difference between having a book of readings which might have, you
know, 1000 authors. You know ten or fifteen different authors, (3) and
then you'll have 1 text, that's sort of, it's just one author. Obviously they
do that for a reason. Whether it be there isn't a textbook that (is adequate)
... but it is definitely - it definitely plays a major role in any subject that
I've ever completed.
(T9 165 – 166)
In turn 166, the informant begins her focus on the institutional markers of literacy, by
capturing the institutional focus on reading as a merging of the broader discourses of
production, consumption and efficiency. Reading in this context is a functional
process, involving a power dynamic whereby ‘they’ set the reading and determine its
format for reasons ‘we’ are not aware of. Reading is one demonstration of a
production of “important” social behaviour; when read beside turn 164, writing
assumes the second dimension. Writing in this context is about the ‘right ideas’ being
imparted as information to all that are able to read it, a reproduction of the various
configurations of literacy, which suit the consensus view of what-counts-as-literacy at
the social, institutional and individually interactive levels. What-counts-as-literacy is
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therefore embedded in the categories of informant talk, which capture the ‘people-inthe-talk’ as a productive conceptual site.
Turns 167 through to 170 capture the inferential productivity of these categories, and
work to embed literacy practices within the disciplines, highlighting the ways in
which institutions and professions ‘take-up’, merge and then subsequently re-inflect
literacy practice.
(167)(CB)
Okay. In your opinion do different disciplines have their
own way of speaking or using language?
(168)(I)
Yes. Um, I think Marketing is a more - I see it more
practically. I think if you look at it on a spectrum, I think … and
practical is in the middle. Airy-fairy's at one end and you know really
theoretical and you know idealistic at the other, I think
Marketing's
probably around the middle. Around the practical - it can go either way
depending on which author. HRM tends to be a little bit towards the right
but it's
the airy-fairy.
(169((CB)

Airy Fairy?

(170)(I)
But I mean it's not! I mean you'll always get people at
different ends no matter what subject you look at but generally I think it
fits a little bit towards, still, still practical because you deal with people
and it has to be like that, but it's still a little bit (2) it's more, for me, my
understanding of it is that it's more towards the out there as opposed to the
here and now.
(T 9 167 – 170)
In turn 166 the informant is working to build extensive meaning, value and
relationship frames. This is achieved through a series of moves in turn 166 which act
to justify the type of reading she does, articulates the specifics of what that reading
entails, and evaluates that this process must be done for a relevant, albeit unknown
purpose. In move 168 the informant begins to explore the mechanics of literacy as it
is inflected in a disciplinary context. This is achieved initially through the relational
pairing of two specific professional disciplines in Marketing and Human Resource
Management (HRM). As turn 168 progresses we learn that both disciplines mark
actual points on a ‘spectrum’ ranging from ‘practical’ to ‘airy fairy’ representational
systems. In presenting marketing as relatively practical, the informant constructs the
HRM discipline as problematic. Her weak agreement with HRM – ‘tends to be little
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to the right isn’t it’ – ensures that HRM, and perhaps all ‘airy fairy’ disciplines, are
heard as problematic. In turn 169, the interviewer confirms that the distinction
between ‘airy fairy and practical’ needs further elaboration as a part of the implied
moral order. This is emphasized in turn 170, where when pressed by the interviewer
for some accountability, the informant begins to embellish the practical aspects of
HRM in a move away from her earlier categorization. In its place ‘airy fairy’ becomes
‘out there’, and ‘practical’ becomes ‘here and now’. This secondary move presents a
reordering of informant attributions in a way that further underscores this informant’s
distinction between the two disciplines of marketing and HRM from a literacy
perspective. The technology of literacy in marketing is constructed as concrete,
applied and practical; the technology of literacy in HRM is subject to the mediation of
‘people’ factors, which seem to muddy both its use and its context. Literacy is more
‘here and now’ if it identifies with functional applications.
By locating herself as both an agent and an actor in the discourse of the community
under study (turn 170), the informant at once validates and substantiates her account
of literacy as legitimate local practice – “I mean you will always get people of both,
different ends, no matter what subjects you look at”. In addressing the key question
for this stage of analysis – what has being literate meant for you as a student - the
explanation for what-counts-as-literacy as presented above, is generally shown to be
determined from and through situated interactions in disciplinary settings.

The

interviewer takes this up in turn 171 in the form of a direct question that refers back to
a relational pair (also a membership categorization device) – the everyday literate –
established by the informant in move 161.
(171)(CB)
Okay, OK … how would you compare this to your
everyday language complex?
(172)(I) It's influenced. Um,... I said to you before, I said yeah, I carry a
dictionary with me a lot of the time. It sits on my desk at work and
because I'm reading similar words and then sometimes the same word will
come up over and over and over again and it doesn't sit in mind. I
continually look up and oh I've looked at it because it's not a word that I
would use in my, … you know, in my every day language but it's
something that I read all the time so it's obviously used in the work that I
do or the study that I'm completing but it's not something that I would use
very day but I would definitely say both my work and my study influences
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the way I speak as it does the way I think.
(T 9 171 –172)
Implicit in turn 172 is a link between the informant’s use of metaphor and the
application of category work. The account given in turn 170 draws heavily on the
listener accepting the informant’s conceptualization of literacy, or rather of variations
to this, as a ‘problem’. The effect of the use of this metaphor is the creation of a
binary (Graff 1987), the ‘tyranny’ of which is invested in the hierarchy of relations it
describes. Academic literacy occupies a privileged position within the literacy
constructs of the informant. When asked how she would compare her everyday
language complex with an academic language complex, the informant moves to
establish hierarchical relations in turn 172 with two significant inflections, “it’s
influenced”. From this point on she engages in a perspective display that assigns a
kind of rigor to academic literacy that conceptually elevates it above both work
literacy and everyday literacy. In this way, metaphoric language functions in the same
way as membership categorization work, which often relies on a silent relational pair
to confirm the direction of the attribution work. The stability of meaning this binary
aims to create depends in part on how well each of the paired binaries possess
qualities that successfully delineate it from the other. For confirmation of how this is
achieved, the interviewer asks the informant to undertake some accountability work in
turn 177.
(173)(CB)
and think?

What do you see as so different about the way you speak

(174)(I) The way it's written. Ah probably a little bit similar, but nothing
that's (2) … can't be like, I think as you (do) … one of the things we get at
the university is learning and to be able to understand different ways of
(understanding) learning.
(175)(CB)

How does this effect what you do in the everyday sense?

(176)(I) Reading, hmm. Probably, yes. I tend to skim a lot more at work
than I do when I'm doing something for uni because you need to read
every line when you're doing a reading (1) but for work I can skim and
not lose any … so yeah, if I do that I know I have to change my habit
when I'm doing (study ) I can't spend all day reading one paper at work. I
have to do it very quickly. I have to be efficient about it, and
unfortunately as efficient as I try to be with my university reading, you
lose things if you try and use the same method both times.
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(177)(CB)
Why is it that university reading requires such different
reading behaviours from you?
(178)(I) Because of the writing. Because of the style of writing that ...
the theory reading, the course readings, and you're also reading other
people's ideas and to be able to put that in your words… to absorb that,
you need to be able to … you need to read everything. Whereas from
work, I'm not reading other people's ideas generally. I'm just reading
about something.
(T 9 173 – 178)
In turn 178 the informant interprets ‘the way you read and speak’ to mean ‘the way
it’s written’. This in many ways reflects a heavy orientation towards a print literacy
that is consistent with earlier accounts of how academic literacy influences other
forms of literacy practice, identified in turn 172 as both work and everyday literacy. It
also is consistent with informant categorization moves in turn 162. These moves work
to assemble the informant’s world as one consisting of people with ‘ broad outlooks
on life’ as a direct result of their interactions with a range of ‘philosophies, different
theories, and ‘reading’ which are compiled by ‘taking in and learning from things’.
Again the entire turn is organized around the informant as an actor ‘within’ the
community discourse, marked by a reference to ‘we’ as distinct to ‘I’ as a
substantiation strategy – ‘I think as you (do)’.
Literacy is also heavily dependent on the skills metaphor, evidenced in turn 176.
Again the standard relational pair is implemented to differentiate between reading at
work, and reading at university. The ‘skilled reading’ at university is established as a
higher order practice; reading at work is described as a ‘habit’. This view of literacy
emanates from the functional literacy discourse, and positions individuals at a
particular point along a ‘skills’ continuum - being ‘out there’ or ‘here and now’.
What-counts-as-literacy in this context reflects the interactions of individual
members. In turn 178 the informant confirms that it is ‘the (academic) writing’ that
challenges and shapes reading practice, and which characterises the community. In
reading talk about literacy we become implicated in that talk as social subjects. As the
social subjects of informant talk, we come to intersubjectively understand each other
and the categories of meaning drawn upon as traces of institutional culture, which are
re-created through member conversations. Turn 178 illustrates the process by which
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the recreation or reproduction of institutional traces is embedded in academic literacy
practices. Writing shapes reading, reading in turns shapes interpretation;
interpretation in turn determines affiliation with, and affirmation of the choices
students make in their writing. This has implications for success, a point taken up in
some detail in turn 180.
(179)(CB)
How important are these kinds of literacy skills to being a
successful student?
(180)(I) For access … opportunity of students. Oh it's an amazing
component. If you can't do it, you know, you've got to be in it to win sort
of thing. If you can't read …if you can't read and write, you're never
going to get there (
), well you think not. But I still see people you
know, adults that have got atrocious spelling and both lecturers and
workers, and I think how the … did they get here (2) When - here they are
teaching people that you know … other adults regardless of what age, and
... writing papers and they can't, they can't put the sentence structure
together or yeah, it's - it's something that I think people tend to lose sight
of when they - they get very focussed on their own work whether it's
writing research papers or it's doing something like consulting. They
forget about the basics.
(T 9 179 – 180)
In turn 180 the informant returns to her initial definition of literacy as reading and
writing practice that is an essential prerequisite to understanding. Literacy is an
‘amazing’ (functional) component of learning, with all individuals deemed to have
adequate literacy skills being capable of reaching their fullest potential, and of being
able to enjoy greater ‘access’ and social ‘opportunity’. This response alone is a
subversion of the popular public discourse of access and opportunity, and represents
the informant’s attempt to bring public discourse to bear on institutional and personal
inflections of literacy. Literacy in this light, operates as a form of ‘intellectual and
moral protection’ (Freebody 1994:3) for the individual. In her anecdotal evidence the
informant again establishes a relational pair around the category of people in turn 180.
The apparent underprivileged or disadvantaged position of individuals with poor
literacy skills is merely implied in the acknowledgement that ‘you’ve got to be in it to
win sort of thing’. Within the university and other work institutions live a range of
individuals who demonstrate anti-literacy or a-literate practices, characterized by
‘atrocious spelling’, ‘poor sentence structure’ and an across the board neglect of
literacy’s ‘basics’. In turn 180, those who lack skills are set against those who have
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skills in an obvious and deliberate binary construction.
Literacy in this sense has an absolutist quality – vocational or workplace literacy is as
much a marker of the literate being as academic literacy is. Individuals with poor
literacy skills assume the status of imposter in both their academic endeavours, as
well as their work. What-counts-as-literacy equates in this account with what-countsas-affirmation. The interviewer takes up this point in turn 181.
(181)(CB)
So there’s a fair degree of commonality in the language
between work and study, but not in the everyday sense of language?
(182)(I)
Yes, in certain areas, yes, common words in study and
work language mostly.
(183)(CB)
speak (.)

And that’s influencing or impacting on what and how you

(184)(I)
//Yes and I see that more so when I speak to people who
aren't, haven't had further education for example the lady that I work with
(4) ... Lovely person and I get along with her well yet she feels intimated
by me because I'm, (2) simply because of the way I speak and I think …
why? It's not - I don't feel any different to you. I'm not any different in
terms of I'm still a human being. I have the same rights as what you do.
I've just chosen to do something else with my time. Yet she feels
intimidated by the speak because I use words which she doesn't
understand all the time.
(T 9 180 – 184)

In concluding this section, literacy here is seen as the degree to which the person has
colonized new and valued sets of social practice. This is reflected in two key moves;
firstly the informant continues the move she initiated in turn 180 in explicating the
common links between academic literacy and work literacy. Secondly, the informant
uses this linkage as the basis of an extreme case formulation involving once again the
‘lady that I work with’ who was first introduced in turn 162. Still described as a
‘lovely person’, who ‘gets on well’ with the informant, the ‘lady that I work with’ is
now ‘intimidated’ and ‘disempowered’. In turn 184, the informant presents an
elongated perspective display as a testimony to her own literacy prowess – certain
kinds of literacy work as affirmation.
This serves the textual purpose of marking the informant as clearly different to her
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external referent, - i.e. the ‘lady that I work with’. In the same turn, the informant
shifts the validation device from herself to this other person, in constructing herself as
‘victim’ in the implied contest over the meaning of literacy. The informant insists she
‘is no different’, but ‘is still a human being’ whom is merely misunderstood by those
outside the academic literacy ‘loop’. The attribution process in this case establishes a
cause-effect chain, in which the transfer of literacy is taken to be the re-application or
tailoring of some existing skills, knowledge and values to a different purpose…. “I’m
not any different in terms of I’m still a human being”. The conclusion drawn from this
data is that what-counts-as-literacy includes members’ reproduction of overlapping
and dependent contexts of meaning at the ‘social’, ‘disciplinary’ and ‘instance’ levels.
Different memberships groups ascribe different values and consequences to literacy
practices. In this way meanings of literacy are socially constructed. The methodology
employed here allows a way of making explicit and analysing the discrepancies
between what is assumed to count as literacy, and what is actually taken as literacy in
the academic setting. Aspects of the self are implicated in the practice of literacy, as
the following section shows.
7.3.3. Encounter two – implications for the self
33 (CB) What do you find are the most enjoyable aspects of being a
student?
34 (I)
Being here. It's such a nice place to be. Attending
tutorials where I have the ability to talk and people listen to me. And I
can actually talk intelligently. It makes a change from the past. Not that I
didn't talk intelligently before but now I can structure what I say so that I
know it will make sense whereas before it would just come out as the
meanderings of some person. Yeah.
35 (CB) A more a cerebral experience?
36 (I)

Yeah, yeah.

37 (CB) Platitudes?
38 (I)
//Mmm. And I use bigger words now? My vocabulary
has expanded and I view the world much more coherently so that now I'm
able to win arguments against my husband? He's a great debate person.
He loves debates and he will argue either side of a position with equal
veracity and he has a very quick mind so that he can pick up faults in the
argument. But now I'm winning more arguments so it's really really good.
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That's a very positive aspect of coming to university. And now he
complains that you know he hardly ever wins any arguments and I should
stop going to university. So - we're well off the track now.
(T 2 33 – 38)
In turn 33 the interviewer raises a question about student identity. In turn 34 the
informant engages in an elaborate perspective display, which conveys an express
message about her identity as a student - ‘being here’. In this display she positions
herself as an actor within the discourse of the academy: she ‘talks, listens, attends
tutorials, is listened to by others’ and in turn ‘talks intelligently’ as part of her
academic or student display. In her talk about these particular discourse practices, the
informant is taking on and displaying the persona of a member of the academic
community. Towards the end of turn 34 she confirms this new persona to be different
from her own previous self-perceptions. The principle feature of the new identity is
her newfound capacity to ‘initiate structure’ in her social interactions.
I can now structure what I say so that I know it will make sense
whereas before it would just come out as the meanderings of some
person.
The ‘academic literate’ acts as a membership categorisation device in this student’s
version of what-counts-as-literacy. The discourse practices described by the informant
are associated with particular beliefs, values, interests, goals and knowledge-making
practices about what-counts-as-literacy, and which are common to members of the
academic community (Ivanic 1997). In constructing a display of what Cherry (1988)
would term ‘ethos’, the informant is building a ‘desirable’ picture of the academic
literate as an aware person - knowledgeable, organised, having status, and able to talk
in abstract, and structured general terms.
In turn 38 this is revisited as the informant details the ‘expansive’ influence of higher
education - “I view the world differently”. In taking up the discourse practices of
higher education, the informant is now ‘using bigger language’, ‘more coherent’, and
able to win ‘arguments against her husband’. The experience of being a student is a
transformative process, in which the self is implicated and inflected through literacy
practices at the ‘social’, ‘disciplinary’ and ‘instance’ levels. The informant is able to
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mark precise points of reference in terms of how her language use has expanded at the
‘social level’, how she is becoming more coherent within her ‘discipline’, and how
she is able to transform the relations with her partner at the ‘instance’ through literacy
and language practices. In turn 38 the informant uses the relational pair of ‘everyday
literacy’ in the person of her husband to substantiate her claims to increased literacy
capabilities. The impact of this move is such that it makes the speaker’s point more
compelling; she is now capable of ‘winning arguments’, and dubbed ‘competent’
within the social world in question. In terms of attribution statements, the cause of her
increased sense of self and her increased literacy capabilities is her engagement with
academic literacy. The interviewer takes up this connection in turn 39, and turn 41.
39 (CB) So it stimulated your thinking and report processes?
40 (I)

Yes.

41 (CB) Not only in your university life ...
42 (I) /Oh no,… no. It's just, I mean yes. Yes. It's just - I now have a
lot more things to talk about. I was a very confident person before but
now I find it a bit easier to strike up a conversation with people … if I was
at a function for example, whereas before you know the conversation was
more who are you and what do you do for work(.) You know, that was it.
Whereas now I can talk about a range of issues which all people are
interested in. Industrial relations is a big thing in the news at the moment
so there's lots and lots of stuff that you can talk about and people don't
always agree with my point of view however that's not what I'm in the
conversation for....( ) other words. And - I'm quite an intelligent person
and I know that. I know that because I've had … you know, (um)
previously for employment screening they give an intelligence testing so
what has happened is university has refined the intelligence that I have to
a level where now I'm able to communicate with everybody as equals. So
yes, it's been very good.
( T 2 39 – 42)
In turns 34 to 38 the informant confirms that what people do conveys a message about
their subjective identity. Her subscription to and identification with academic
discourse in these consecutive turns demonstrates that academic discourse is a type of
social action that constructs identity. In turns 40 and 42 academic literacy is presented
by the informant as a salient form of social action for the negotiation of identity. It
has relevance to social settings and functions, facilitates social opportunities and
captures the academic literate as aware, knowledgeable, organised, statusful,
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confronting, conversant and desirable. Turn 42 paints the informant as desiring the
academic community persona; she concludes that this persona confirms and
substantiates other independent (and unrelated) measures of her character - “for
employment screening they give an intelligence testing” and that university has
“refined the intelligence that I have”. Literacy in this context is an affirmation of the
emergent self. As a substantiation device, reference is again made by the informant to
the implied relational pair ‘ the everyday literate’ - “before (academic discourse) the
conversation was more who are you and what do you do for work”- to structure
relations between academic and everyday patterns of discourse. Academic discourse
within this binary is constructed as a higher-order practice: it is equated with
intelligence, confidence, articulation, knowledge and equality. Within these
discourses, the informant identifies writing as a particular type of discourse worthy of
special mention (turn 112).
111 (CB)

What has being literate meant to you as a student?

112 (I) It means you're able to put your ideas down on paper. It means
that you're able to learn ways to structure arguments so that you can
present a better paper. If I didn't have the ability to read and write, then I
wouldn't be able to learn the way I learn now. I'd have to learn another
way. I'd have to learn through people telling me everything and then
through me deciding whether or not what they said was true and I have
found that I'm a much more critical thinker now having been at university
than I was before so would I, if I couldn't read and write, would I have the
ability to learn critical thinking from hearing people rather than reading an
article and saying but wait a minute, this says this but in fact that's not
true. So I read with much more critical eyes now than I used to.
(T 2 111- 112)
In turn 112 there are several key categories of practice which demonstrate the
student’s role as bearer and reproducer of public conventions and codes of behaviour
in terms of what-counts-as-literacy at the local level. Literacy is explicitly referred to
as reading and writing. It is ideational, learned and generally printed - ‘put your ideas
down on paper’. Literacy has a purpose; in this case to facilitate learning through the
‘critical reading’ of texts, and to enable the student to ‘write back’ as part of
negotiating a discoursal position in the production of a ‘paper’. Such an account
emphasises that within higher education, those discourses tied to credentialing are
more powerful and more highly valued than others, and that people are under pressure
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to participate in them by adopting them in their writing. In comparing oral literacy to
print literacy, turn 112 works to substantiate the potency of written text above the
spoken. The informant stresses the deliberate, permanent and evidential nature of
writing, suggesting that the successful adaptation of a discoursal self lies in an
identification with institutional modes of literacy - “critical reading, writing, and
rhetorical structure to present a better paper”. The interviewer questions the stability
of meaning this binary works to create in turn 117.
117 (CB)

So how important would literacy be to your studies?

118 (I)
Oh I couldn't do without it. I don't know. I'm not
illiterate so - would I have the same drive and ambition about studying
that I do now if I couldn't read and write? That's a very good question. I
can't answer that. If I had a burning desire to complete a degree and I
couldn't read and write, then I would find a way to do it, I'm sure. But I
don't think that I would be that motivated. I think it's made it much easier
because I can read and write.
119 (CB)

hmm…

120 (I)
My husband says that… that I'm more - I pontificate
more. And perhaps that's because I have a subject that I can actually
expound about. But he hasn't said to me that I talk differently
particularly. So I don't know. I may. I may in fact speak quite differently
but who knows? Other people perhaps. Not me.
121 (CB)
I think you hint right at the beginning that you were more
articulate, as in formulation of your ideas but also in your language.
122 (I)

//Yes. Yes I am much more articulate now than I was …
(T 2 117 – 122)

In concluding this section, turn 118 is used by the informant to restate the importance
of literacy to the process of ‘being a student’, and in doing so reinforces her view that
literacy ought to be heard as ‘reading and writing’.
What is assembled through turn 118 is a picture of students divided into two opposing
camps, locating the known subjects of the account as those with literacy skills, and
the unknown as those without literacy skills. This reflects an earlier comment offered
by the informant in turn 42, wherein she identified literacy as an inoculation
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(Freebody 1994) against exclusion, a form of ‘booster shot’ which enables her to
‘communicate with everybody as equals’, and further reinforcing the informant’s
view of herself as an actor (and agent) within the discourse of academic literacy. In
turn 120 the validation of the informant’s literacy skills is shifted to her husband who
serves the substantiating function of testifying to the competence of the informant as a
member of the academic world. She is now inclined to ‘pontificate’ because she has a
‘subject she can actually expound about’. In drawing in an external referent, she is
also now able to shift this substantiating move to a third person (the husband), whose
account she in turn corroborates - ‘I am much more articulate now’. Implicit in this
account is a silent relational pair - the non-literate student - whom in turn 118
assumes the further attributes of lacking drive and ambition. In this light, the
informant account provides a window by which it is possible to view how writers
bring an autobiographical component to their conceptions of academic literacy. In
demarcating between known and unknown subjects, the informant identifies that
academic literacy is shaped by the life histories - (I am an intelligent person) - and the
social groups - (my husband says) - with which students identify. Implicit in this
analysis is an awareness of how different social groups have differential access to the
subject positions inscribed in discourses. The informant is empowered by her literacy
displays in an environment and setting which affirms this kind of social practice. It is
to this point that the discussion turns in encounter three.
7.3.4

Encounter three – doing literacy and being literate
14 (CB) Finally, how would compare this way of speaking in Industrial
Relations for example?, to your every day language.
15 (I)
Wow (1) I wouldn't. You know, they tend to speak in
Thai. I had a nasty (experience) (I don’t ) use that in all circumstances…
Quite inappropriate sometimes (laughs). Oh I mean, I suppose I make a
conscious choice not to change my language, verbal language anyway.
Written language, yeah … hey just the way you want it, that's the way you
get it. So nothing… short of prostitution from there (laughter). I mean
that's it … yes. It's terrible but I mean ... that - I-mean-there's a real art to
study, especially if he studies part-time. He'll work out exactly what
format they want it in and how they want it presented. What (you) should
(do) so that you twist your argument. Really stuff up ... I mean you can’t,
but that came with a great deal of experience. I didn't realise that in my
first degree so really what I should be ... OK, what do they think this is?
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It's really critical. This isn't important to him and her, you know!. This is
what she likes and this is the way they want it. Hey, here it is! You
know. Um and I don't think a lot of students realise that. All the ones that
(4) I mean there is quite marked differences in people's expectations.
Every quirk that (is asked for). If you're smart enough to realise that and
you do change, well you're right. If you want good grades ..... and that's
an important thing.
(T 13 14 –15)
In turn 15 the subject of this interview quickly identifies as “Thai”. When asked about
the notion of everyday literacy, the informant presents a unique and language-marked
account of what everyday literacy may entail. The problematic nature of a non-native
speaking background is quickly identified by the informant, describing indiscriminate
use of her native Thai tongue as ‘a bad experience’, which is ‘inappropriate’ in some
social circumstances. In qualifying what these circumstances might be, the informant
points to written language as an example of where her native tongue may operate as
the wrong kind of currency. Again, as with episode two, writing is identified as a
particularly salient form of social action for the negotiation of identity. This response
reiterates the pressure that student writers feel when they take on the member-of-theacademic-community persona. Some students, as cited in episodes one and two,
desire this identity. Others feel it is demanded of them so they adopt it reluctantly and
subsequently either disown or accommodate it. In turn 15 the informant describes this
simply as a ‘choice’. By the end of turn 15 we find this choice is tied to the desire for
‘good grades’.
This ‘prostitution’ of the self (turn 15) is the result of the writer’s growing sense of
owning and in turn disowning aspects of the discoursal self she presents in her
writing. The discoursal resources out of which the informant constructs her identity
are the products of actual intertextual encounters in the informant’s life history (“I
didn’t realise that in my first degree”). The actual reader-writer relationship through
which the act of writing is embedded influences how the informant portrays herself in
her discoursal choices - “Written language, yeah … hey just the way you want it
that’s the way you get it”. In this turn the ‘you’ referent is non-specific; by turn 19 the
principal actors in the talk are disclosed as a female (the Queen) and male lecturer.
Far from being empowered, this informant’s account of literacy is one that is very
much constructed by the available subject positions to which she deems she has
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access to, and her identification of the patterns of privileging among them. The ‘art’
of study in turn 15 is to subvert both ‘form’ and ‘argument’ to suit and adapt the
member-of-the-academic-community persona. Adapting to these quirks is about
affirming one’s membership of the community, an affirmation that is generally
captured in the symbolic processes of assessment. The interviewer traces this scalar
chain in turn 16.
16 (CB)

Do you think those quirks are Queen subjects?

17 (I)

Oooh, yeah.

18 (CB)

Or I can change them around. Or is -

19 (I)
//No, it's the Queen - it's the lecturing. Yeah. Yeah. I
mean um (FEMALE LECTURER ), the one who's really really pedantic
about grammar and formal use of language and the way things are cited,
the most pedantic person I've ever come across; (MALE LECTURER),
you've got to have a good introduction for ... and conclusion. The guts …
(yeah) as long as it flows, doesn't really matter. He's not going to be upset
if you use you-know ... colloquial language. I mean I could go through all
of them but the thing is, that you just suss it out. That's terrible isn't it?
But they all have their little quirks and just go into a flow?
20 (CB)

So if a new lecturer comes on the scene -

(I) (I)

You have to suss it out pretty quickly.
(T 13 16 – 20)

In turn 17 the informant attributes the nuance of academic writing to mean pleasing
the ‘Queen’. In discerning the social order of the talk, the informant is emphatic that
‘the Queen’, ‘the lecturing’ or the ‘academic literate’ is the ordering device within
this community construct. Here the informant provides a detailed perspective display
which lists the salient categories of academic writing; added to form and argument in
turn 15 are the new attributes of ‘pedantic grammar’, ‘formal language’, and
‘referencing or citing’ in turn 19. A second category - the male lecturer - is presented
as a purveyor of the other half of the standardised academic writing equation. Here
the informant takes on not only the features of essayist discourse - its polemic
structure involving introduction and conclusion - but also emphasises the culture-andlanguage-specificity of this particular lecturer’s reference to the body of the essay as
its ‘guts’.

In this move the informant is engaging in a substantiation move by
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displaying her community membership - “I mean, I could go through all of them”.
Just as this display substantiates her membership to the academic community, it also
paints this membership as transient, tentative, and temporary. The constant use of
‘you’ and ‘they’ by the informant through turn 19 and turn 21 establishes a powerdistance between the informant and her lecturers. The effect of this writer’s
alignments on the community as a whole will constantly depend on uptake by her
readers. The interviewer captures this in turn 20; the informant’s reply marks the
‘terrible’ but temporary nature of discourse community citizenship for the languagemarked student.
7.3.5

Reading Student Literacy - Encounters One, Two and Three as Data.

What these encounters represent in terms of what-counts-as-literacy is not so much
the declaration of grand or master narratives about how literacy is conceived as
practice within the university, but rather the problematic nature of the everyday
world. What this means for a discourse of academic literacy is that its possibilities
should (re)present moments or lines of convergence with what students deem to be
the everyday. The encounters cited above point to the problematic that people who are
politically engaged in the culture of academic writing (and hence who have a strong
investment in identity politics) cannot or will not easily shift positions, until new
positions can be proposed, desired and realised.
There are several interconnected elements to the informant accounts given in the
encounters just cited. From these accounts it is reasonable to argue that, in higher
education, what people do as academic writing generally conveys a message about
their identity. Implicit in this is recognition by all three informants that academic
discourse is an important type of action that constructs identity within dependent
‘social’, ‘disciplinary’ and ‘instance’ contexts. Within the context of higher
education, respondents indicate that writing is a particularly influential type of
discourse. The social purposes of academic writing, in particular its links to measures
of academic achievement, mark academic writing as a salient form of social action for
the negotiation of student identity. Each informant’s account describes how the
negotiation of a discoursal self (Ivanic 1997) is an integral part of the writing process,
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and how this in turn gives rise to and tailors accounts of the writer that the institution
may either affirm or contest. In this light, institutional space can either enable and/or
constrain the available subject positions open to student writers.
What-counts-as-literacy in this context is framed by those discourses that are
considered more powerful or more highly valued than others. All three informants
have entered into academic discourse as a means of acquiring learning. In encounters
one and two this process of selection was mandated, and the subjects were willing to
identify with the academic-community-persona. In encounter three the selection was
tenuous and tentative. In contrasting encounters one and two with the account
rendered in encounter three it is possible to understand how different social groups
experience differential access to the subject positions inscribed in the discourse of
academic writing. Taken together, all three informant accounts establish relevant
attributions to explain what-counts-as-literacy at the local level. These relay instances
of ‘reading and writing’, ‘initiating structure’, ‘literacy for learning’, ‘assessment’,
‘grammar’ and ‘self-actualisation’. The reasons informants provide for owning and
disowning aspects of academic literacy are tied to their cultural and historical
identities as people. As informant three discloses, where people enter a new social
context such as higher education, they are likely to discover that its discourses and
practices necessarily reconfigure the identities that they bring with them.

7.4

Turning Encounters into Categories for Analysis

In order to gain an overall sense or reading of the characteristics of academic writing
as described in student talk, this study employs a range of quantification procedures.
A more exacting analytical process determined the types of categories that are
established, and the frequency and use of significant categorising terms in student talk
about academic literacy.
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Table 7.3: Categories Used in Student Descriptions of Academic Literacy
Ranking

Category Descriptor

Frequency of use

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Student
Lecturers
Overseas students
Friends
Workers
Tutors
Non-English Speaking Students
Parent - father/mother
Spouse - husband/wife
Sister

22
19
15
15
12
11
9
6
5
5

Ten distinct categories appeared in the data a total of 125 separate times, and are
presented in Table 7.3 according to frequency of appearance in numerical terms.
Table 7.3 lists the categories of people that underpin the interview data. Each
category of person is instanced as a representation of categorisations relevant-bytheir-contrast on the matter of the significance of literacy. From this table it is
possible to theorise about the connections and relations of one category of person to
another. A scan of Table 7.3 points to and ranks the ordering notion of ‘the academic
literate’ in the categories employed to describe literacy. The ordering notion of the
‘academic literate’ is evidenced in specific categories such as ‘student’, ‘lecturers’, in
variations of the student category - ‘overseas’ and ‘non-English speaking students’, as
well as variations of the lecturer category, ‘tutors’. It can also be inferred from the
institutional application of another category in ‘friends’. The reference to the
categories of the family (parents, spouses, siblings) and the workplace (workers)
describes the existence of other forms of literacy relevant to the community under
study. A second ordering device is therefore implied as a relational pair to that of the
academic literate. This second device is less precise than that of academic literacy,
and relates variously to aspects of everyday (family and workplace) literacies.
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7.4.1

Discerning the social order – the people in the talk

To decipher how it is that informants name experience and place labels on their sense
of reality, this stage of analysis determines from which collection of categories each
person is heard as a category. Of particular relevance is how evaluative attributions of
good and bad are expressed and distributed across and within student descriptions,
and how the ‘consistency rule’ can be applied to describe the moral, as well as social
order of academically literate, non-literate and a-literate behaviours. In this way, the
attributions listed in Table 7.4 provide a means of describing the social and moral
order that distinguishes the key categories of people identified in Table 7.3. In doing
so, Table 7.4 enables the application of practical reasoning work to determine what
categories are presented in the ‘talk’, and how informants use these as literate and
non-literate markers to account for skilled and unskilled patterns of literate behaviour.
One significant point of qualification needs special mention here. The attributes
describing the ‘functional purpose’ and ‘disciplinary nuance’ of academic literacy
account for 47.5% or nearly half of all the attributes used to tabulate the iconic value
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Table 7.4

Attributions of Literacy

Ranking

Detailed Descriptor

Frequency
of Use

1

Literacy has a Functional Purpose

To Understand written work
For Reading
A Process view of writing
Reading & writing (combined)
To Pass Exams/ Get Good Marks
For comprehension
For communication
For acceptance into community
To Identify with Authority
For Professional Competency

18
17
7
9
7
4
5
8
11
5

2

Literacy has Disciplinary Nuances

As Disciplinary Jargon
As idiosyncratic language
A Hard/soft Dichotomy - HRM/IR
A Disciplinary Technology
As a form of Prostitution
Framed by Marker expectations
Framed by Marker feedback
Is University bound/conventional
Print is a feature
Pedantic conventions
Contingent on Context
Is personally Transformative
Literacy for assessment
Inefficient Literacy Practices

14
7
4
7
2
4
4
8
11
3
3
7
4
4

3

Literacy Capabilities

Heightened Experience
Facilitates Critical Thinking
Enhances Motivation
Enables Articulation
Promote Self-efficacy
Build self-confidence
Relate to intelligence
Provide social advantage
Are learned

9
9
4
8
9
2
4
8
12

4

Literacy Provides
Opportunity

Comparative advantage
Creates social opportunity
Opportunity contingent on literacy
Contains restricted & elaborated codes
Relates to material economy of the postacademy world

5
8
5
3
8

5

Literacy is Framed by Institutions

Library
Secondary school
Work
Australian Human Resources Institute
University
Social Class

3
2
4
1
3
1

6

Initiating Structure through Literacy

Rhetorical argument
Social relations
Home and school

7
4
1

7

Literacy Enables Expression of Ideas

Written discourse
Pontificate - orality

8
1

8

Literacy facilitates Employment

Problematic literacy as pathogenic
Job applications as literacy
Vocational (job) literacy
Job literacy cf academic

1
1
1
1

9

Literacy as a Social Struggle

Self Struggle
Class Struggle

2
1

Access

&
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of ‘doing literacy’. Just as the academic literate acts as the ordering notion for the
spatial characteristics of academic literacy, the disciplines seem to hold sway as
influencers of (temporal) concrete literacy practices. These two attributions are
closely connected to a third, that of literacy capabilities. This connection suggests that
mastery of functional and disciplinary attributes enables and facilitates a range of
literacy-relevant experiences inside as well as outside the higher education setting.
This clearly marks the influence of post-academy (professional and job-market)
discourses in framing students’ perceptions of literacy practice in higher education.
Table 7.4 shows the key attributions used by members to describe the main categories
of people contained in student talk. Jayyusi (1991: 241) calls for recognition of the
cultural criteria by which claims about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ aspects (the moral form) of
literacy are organised and embedded in co-constructed conversational outcomes. In
treating ‘informant talk’ as mediated discourse, it becomes possible to ‘hear’ how
students experience and place labels on their literacy practices as problematic, rather
than self-evident. As table 7.4 indicates, each of the nine attribute-collections cited in
the table represent the practical reasoning of actual individuals, and stem from a range
of related informant attributes. These can be read as a ‘matrix of experience’ (Smith
1988: 165), situated in the determinant material contexts of higher education, and
embedded in its economy of conditions, effort and time.
The categorisation device of the academic literate directs us to its location in material
conditions and means, and towards an awareness that as practice, it is done in ‘real
time’ - all of which is consequential for how the individual writer is to proceed.
Addressing the institutional process of academic literacy means taking as a field of
investigation the totality of literacy processes that actually accomplish it. As an
individual writer enters the act of writing, they enter into a complex of relations of
exchange. These relations of exchange both relate and organise the conditions of their
intention, its means, and characteristic order. Of itself, this complex of relations exists
only through a multiplicity of writing acts, connections to which can be made through
inferences based on the categories and attributions that emerge through informant
talk. By locating academic literacy in the writing that people do, this research returns
to the actualities of what students do on a day-to-day basis, under definite conditions,
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and in definite situations. Categories and their attributions both produce and are
ordered by the social relations of community practice, and to actualities that are
observable, that members can describe and later instantiate as writing practice.
7.4.2

Key categories and their attributions

In the following analysis, the discussion explores each of the attributions cited in
Table 7.4 as generic and informative practices capable of distinguishing key
categories of people within the discourse of academic literacy. In providing this
analysis, the discussion relies on analysis of student talk as a means of explicating
local literacy practices, and for highlighting how it is that only selective aspects of
literacy practice are made accountable within this situated institutional order.
The most frequent attribution of academic literacy is its ‘functional purpose’ and
orientation, in facilitating learning in higher education by skilling students to
understand written work by developing reading and writing strategies in a process
model of writing. To set this specific process model into context, the aim of writing
within this framework is relates to comprehension and communication within an
established and ordered community for the purposes of assessment and attaining
professional competency. This relationship is captured in the following excerpt.
(CB)

What has being literate meant to you as a student?

(I)
Literate (2). Um … being literate as a student … um … two
things, um, strengthening my ability to write, and put structure to my
thoughts and to my opinions and to my exams and essays etcetera. (3). So
that’s learning … and literate, that’s being literate? And second would be
literate from a philosophical point of view, um, um(.) … I’m more easily
able to encompass my thoughts, more avenues more perspectives of
thought-uh-regarding … society and um, gender roles etcetera.
(T 16 1 - 7)
Similarly, in other talk the attributes of reading, writing and writing into an
established frame feature in student configurations of literacy. The majority of student
comments related to the functional purpose of literacy in higher education show that
they are made up of members attributed with productive ‘academic literacy’ skills.
This is captured in the following excerpt.
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(CB)
Okay … have you ever had difficulty breaking into a literacy
habit of a new discipline?
(I)
Um … ah, to start with yeah, probably (.) but … once you get in,
once you get used to the idea of doing a lot of reading and um, yeah, no
it’s alright once you’ve, once it, after the, in the first year I suppose it was
difficult but after that, you can, once you know, once you sorta see how
the system works or, what people expect (laughing), what the um …
lecturer sort of expects, I mean once you’ve done a few assignments and
things you can sorta see roughly the layout they’re looking for, and the
like, how close they want you to stick to format or whatever.
(T 17 113 - 121)
The majority of attributions in this collection - ‘the functional purpose of literacy’ –
thus strengthen the position of the membership categorisation device of the ‘academic
literate’ as an ordering principle, and establish some connections between this
collection of attributions, and the literacy skills of members of categories collected
through this device. A further effect achieved through the membership categorisation
work in student talk is that the act of reading and writing has become a commodity
that has relevance to both higher education, as well as post-academy settings.
Consequently, the category of student - with its functional literacy orientation – has
been ‘commercialised’ by sequences of student talk.
(CB) Well, I was going to, my next question to you is what does being
literate mean to you?
(I)

Oh, right, … um.

(CB)

//So I’d like you to define it, what it means to you as a student?

(I)
Literacy, um … to have the skills as you go through your degree
to be able to read, um things presented to you and to be able to understand
that the technical terms in the harder texts as you go through and to sift
out all the jargon, all the big words that really don’t mean anything to get
the truth or the facts of the matter, so yeah (2) that’s what I think it means
to me. Um … about that spiel you gave before ( )
(CB)

//The introductory spiel … about literacy.

(I)
Yeah … that one, basically were all a bunch of educated
socialists in this environment, and when we go out into the real world we
are in the big bad capitalist society. That’s what I was trying to get-atbefore. Um … to me university sometimes is like the ultimate, what
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society should be like but, um (2) you’ve got these little institutions all
over the planet (
) dedicated to understanding, and to facilitate
learning, yet when you go out into the broader world you’re basically
conforming, um, … getting, you’re leaving a very broad perspective at
university to a very structured one outside of the university setting.
(CB)

You don’t want to go down that track?

(I)

(laughing) Well …(2) did you?
(T 15 1 - 18)

The account of academic literacy given here describes the academic literate as
someone who ‘owns and displays’ literacy skills, and is able to use the technology of
literacy which comprises jargon and disciplinary idiosyncrasies in a context-bound
setting in which print literacy predominates. Aspects of this account also represent
academic literacy as a unique and specific set of practices, based in a contingent,
utopian and ‘unreal’ community context. In this informant account, literacy practices
at the ‘social’, ‘disciplinary’ and ‘instance’ levels again mark the significance of
social space. The ‘social’ significance of literacy is used to describe the uniqueness of
literacy practices in the academy. The ‘disciplinary’ context of literacy is elaborated
through a ‘skills’ metaphor, and literacy is cited as the means by which transition to
the ‘instance’ of “the big bad capitalist society” is marked.
As suggested in Table 7.4, the attribution of ‘disciplinary nuance’ in all instances
draws on the membership categorisation device of the ‘academic literate’. Academic
literacy is variably described in Table 7.4 as pedantic and contingent, as well as
inefficient. It is shaped by assessment and the influence of assessors, whose task it is
to transform literacy practices. This collection of attributions points to a literacy that
is outcome oriented, and one that is closely linked to a functional model of
apprenticeship into a ‘way of practising and doing literacy’. This is captured in the
following excerpt.
(I)
//It is a lot different to talking in an everyday sense. You have
your own sets of abbreviations for things, different sections definitely
have their own language, so therefore if your not used to that language
you won’t understand, you may not understand, … or fully comprehend
what they are about. So it does a bit.
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(CB)
Okay, so how is it different to everyday conversations outside of
the university?
(I)
Quite different, if I’m talking about a subject with someone who’s
doing that subject with me, then someone who wasn’t or had no
knowledge of the subject would get lost.
(CB)
(I)

So … it’s an insider language?
Yes … hmm(.).

(CB)
//Have you ever had difficulty breaking into the literacy habits of
a new discipline?
(I)
No … I don’t think so (3). Because especially at university you
start at a beginners level and work your way up. You don’t ever go
straight into advanced XYZ (chuckles)
( T 18 125- 142)
Being literate in this context means ‘being inside the loop’, being able to converse
with the ‘converted’, and ultimately to facilitate the transformation of others.
(CB)
So how do you compare your way of speaking, with what you
call your everyday language complex?
(I)
Um, because of the people I am associated with, I use that
language quite frequently and … um ( ) they understand … however I do
change the way that um … I put together sentences when I am around
people who I know that aren’t who aren’t in that so called circle or realm
and ah … I change it so that instead of saying like oh (2) that downsizing
process was a real pain the other day, I’ll say, well you know when they
sacked everyone the other day, we had to reduce the number of people we
had in the organisation. Just change that for people who are fluid in the
language that they use …
(CB)

So there’s a simpler language really?

(I)
Um … yeah ( ) I’d say so it’s simpler, and um, but at the same
time I try to teach them something new everyday if I can, I’ll just say we
call that downsizing or right-sizing nowadays, and with a little catchword
they might actually glue onto it so the next time someone says that in a
conversation they can go oh, I know what that means?
(T 14 110-128)
In raising the context of disciplinary literacy, these speakers’ accounts also point to
the existence of a second membership categorisation device related to literacy as an
everyday practice. In distinguishing between the academy and other social settings,
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informants are marking their membership to more than one community setting. This
multiple membership is enacted as differential descriptions of literacy practices, and
serves to strengthen the position of the membership categorisation device of academic
literacy in establishing connections between academic literacy skills, and student
practice. Literacy in this context is deployed as a commodity within the economy of
higher education.
The collection of attributions around ‘disciplinary nuances’ also sets up a standard
relational pair that in this instance becomes the focus of student talk – students with
poor literacy skills. This perception of higher education as containing ‘insider’ and
‘outsider’ economies has important implications for issues of access, opportunity and
success for students.
(CB)
Sure … Sure (1) What impact does literacy have on access,
opportunity and security for students?
(I)
I think absence or problems with literacy and I guess you see it a
lot in the fact that a high percentage of overseas students who are in
places in course … um ( ) it just stops it, just-really prevents it (2) you
from participating in the subject matter itself because you’re still
focussing on the language difficulty so, it saps your confidence. I’m sure
if we had … we were doing the course in Mandarin or Hindi or whatever
I’d be in exactly the same boat and I would be – you know (2) the
stupidest kid in class because I wouldn’t be able to comment fluidly on
anything, cos I’d be trying what’s the word for that. So … I think that
literacy is a prerequisite for participating really, um, and you’ve got to be
a very determined and competent student to deal with literacy the same as
second language or something like that and subject matter itself. It’s a lot
easier just to exist at a social level (
) competent in language, but
it’s very hard in an academic environment to not be able to deal with, deal
with language (.) .
(T19
76–91)
The informant account presented here identifies poor language and literacy skills as
related attributes of ‘overseas students’ who are likely to appear as “the stupidest kid
in class” on the basis of poor language competence. Again, the social relations of
literacy are used in this informant account to provide a description of how literacy
practices operate to organise and ration access, opportunity and success in higher
education. The naturalisation of academic discourse is not questioned; the languagemarked student is identified as possessing the literacy and language skills to survive
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at the ‘everyday’ social level, but is found to lack the skills to succeed at the
‘disciplinary’ level. In the ‘instance’ of exchange in the academic setting where
language is described as a prerequisite to participation, the language-marked student
is likely to ‘lack confidence’, and experience feelings of ‘stupidity’.
7.4.3

Accounting for the academic literate - the worthy and the less than
worthy individual

Of significance is the extent to which membership (and/or non-membership) of
categories and the category-bound activities used to describe member activity are
used to explain cases of deviance in informant talk. The next stage of analysis
examines how certain category bound activities have become attached to the category
of student, stemming from the membership categorisation device of ‘the academic
literate’ and related to contemporary discourses of higher education. Similarly, the
material effects of attaching certain category-bound activities to members bounded by
the membership categorisation device of ‘everyday literacy’ will also be discussed.
Importantly, the version of literacy and consequently ‘the academic literate,’ arrived
at through informant talk, is one that is heavily framed by post-academy (job market
and professional) discourses.
As Table 7.4 indicates, some 22% of the instances of use of the category ‘people’
identify with the incumbent’s language status - namely the non-native speaking
student and the international student. In all of these instances the non-native speaking
and international student is constructed as the problematic member of the standard
relational pair. The following excerpt from transcript seven (7) captures this.
(CB)
OK. What impact does literacy have on access, opportunity and
security?
(I)

Access to information?

(CB)
That means access to further study, to different options, to
different ideas .....
(I)
Personally I couldn't see how you could perceive with going on
until you had sound literacy skills. However, when you look around
many are doing it therefore it can't be too much of a hindrance (3) so it
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terms of access, no I don't think it's ... Unless you're very debilitated with
your speech and literacy. What was the second one? Access?
(CB)

Opportunity.

(I)
No difference. I think this is a fairly good system within the
School ...(.)
(CB)

And security for students?

(I)

Don't quite understand the question to be honest(.).

(CB)

I think if you're feeling insecure as a student -

(I)
// Oh OK… Yeah. Personal security. I was thinking of where
you're going to ... I think it would most undoubtedly first year be
daunting for many students to be confronted with, say your international
students come into a class with a very Cockney accented lecturer who I
found it difficult to understand and vice versa, …that'd have to be
daunting and I've confronted once myself and survived.
(CB)

...Cockney?

(I)
//So that would give you an awful sense of insecurity because
you know that if you go and talk to this lecturer that you're not going to
get an answer that you can internalise(?). Extremely difficult for (Asians).
(T 7 224- 253)
All of the informants to the study acknowledged the institutional commodity value of
literacy, deeming it a prerequisite to participating in higher education. Taken together,
informant talk presents an ominous view of a career path in which levels, perceptions
and aspects of literacy play a significant role. From the perspective of the non-native
speaking student this is largely acknowledged and understood. English speaking
students are constituted with the attributes of fluent reading and writing, are well
networked, located inside the para-professional loop, and often aware of a sense of
social advantage emanating from access to elaborated literacy codes. These attributes
are something the non-native speaker and international student seek to emulate and
reproduce.
(CB)
OK have you ever experienced your own literacy habits as
counter productive?
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(I)
Yes. Yeah, the habit you express yourself, or the way you are
studying certain things or done certain things, yeah. When you discover
that …you try to discard them as fast as you can. (laughter)
(CB)
What impact does literacy have on access, opportunity and
security for students?
(I)
I think it’s if-ah, if you look at the literacy the amount of literacy
a person comes in with in Uni (2) it definitely makes a big difference for
a student who is more literate coming in. Gives him a better start, … easy
access to extra knowledge or research and other student, (1) and I find out
other student would have, put more effort twice as much or many times as
much effort for the same thing and that’s where I find that … ah, the
marking might not actually reflect the effort that people put in. The
quality of the work these people gonna do once they finish and go to
work. If some people can earn easier marks it doesn’t mean they’re gonna
be a good worker … for that worker because they don’t have to put much
effort ... But out in the work force you’ve got to work, and that’s where
the people who get harder earning their marks, they actually prepared for
it.
(CB)
OK. Um, finally, has a literacy problem ever prevented you
from exploring study possibilities?
(I)
Certainly did. And ah, yes it does. And I think that area needs a
lot of even counselling.
(T 25 72 –93)

The nomination of literacy as a commodity in both native-speaking and non-native
speaking informant accounts, and the construction of language-marked students as a
deficit in this process, establish a set of hearing rules by which the academic-literate
is heard and read. In the account immediately above, the language-marked student is
able to identify a dual credentialing system, wherein literacy provides ‘easier access’
for students who are more literate when they come into university. In terms of student
talk, the listener (reader) is now able to locate the failure of any categorised member
(student) to perform a category-bound activity, as evidence of membership to a
different category (Jayyusi 1984).
Within the corpus of student talk there are various descriptions offered of students as
doing literacy. These include literacy as ‘understanding’, ‘referencing’, ‘passing
exams’, ‘completing assignments’, ‘passing assessment’, ‘doing essays’, ‘spelling’,
‘punctuating’,

‘completing

job

applications’,

‘demonstrating

professional
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competence’ and ‘getting good marks’. In other instances, literacy is determined to be
integral to set of higher order capabilities, described in Table 7.4 as heightened
experience, critical thinking, motivation, articulation, improved self-efficacy,
confidence, and intelligence. Literacy is also more likely to promote social advantage,
and is considered by informants as a learned capability, rather than an innate one.
Members’ accounts of literacy rely heavily on a set of culturally shared
understandings, that involve acceptance of how literacy is done, along with the
ensuing norms, rights, and responsibilities ascribed to those who have, or practice,
academic literacy.
While pointing to aspects of convergence within member accounts of what-counts-asliteracy in the business faculty, there remains ample evidence of conflicting
discourses on literacy competing for recognition. The categories identified in Table
7.4 acknowledge the culturally and contextually contingent nature of literacy,
expressed through its functional orientation, its disciplinary focus, and its locatedness
within the university setting. In doing so, this collection of attributions captures the
academic literate as a cognate and complex being, capable of an array of higher order
literacy capabilities, which in turn opens space for increased social opportunities.
(CB)
Question to you … what has being literate meant to you as a
student?
(I)
As a student (1) I’d say it’s opened up a lot of opportunities, and
to be able to expand my knowledge and (ah), the wealth of um sources
that are out there to be able to gain that knowledge so it’s opened up a lot
of areas where um, I would previously not have known about it ( ) as far
as gaining the information.
(T 14 1 - 5)
A broader perspective on social opportunity is offered in the following excerpt from
transcript fifteen (15). Here the informant makes a concrete link between literacy,
social class and attributes of self-worth.
(CB)

(

), what has being literate meant to you as a student.

(I)
Literacy is in our society very much a passport and it’s very
much a class distinction based I think, on a pre-requisite for attending
university before having access to a whole lot of employment
opportunities and social opportunities … a high level of literacy which
generally means a high level of education. Whilst I don’t think Australia
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is a highly class divided country compared with some, there’s no question
that, the students of university are predominantly middle class, um (
),
middle class ah … children of middle class families. Um literacy, in fact I
think often the class-class structures in Australia are very much based
around levels of education more than say birth or or even income. So in
some ways you could say that literacy in Australia is, is essentially the
basis of a class distinction and ah … as that universities are essentially the
bastions of, of a dominant class.
(CB)

Mm, and the maintenance of that.

(I)

Yes.

(CB)
Has being literate served as a barrier or an invitation to
successful study?
(I)
Oh, I think with no question it’s-a- it’s an invitation to successful
study and any problems with literacy demarks you as a less than worthy
individual ( ).
(T 15 1 – 21)
On the one hand, the definition of literacy outlined in this excerpt acknowledges the
socially and culturally contingent nature of literacy by allowing for a discourse of
critical literacy. On the other hand, the informant’s claims clearly reflect the
dominance of the functional literacy discourse through implied reference to degrees of
literacy as a ‘passport’ to ‘social and employment opportunities’ and ‘self-worth’.
Furthermore, the account given of ‘what-counts-as-literacy’ is offered as one that is
commonly understood, accepted and self-evident at the local level of the faculty, as
well as extralocal levels of the professions and industry.
Through the work of student talk, informants are able to establish as ‘fact’ the
suggestion that literacy and social opportunity are closely linked, and that literacy
skills act as a passport to employment opportunities and variably as access to
mainstream social institutions. Informants’ talk also pointed to the existence of two
parallel membership categorisation devices at work in the co-construction of
informant literacy categories. The first of these points to the academic literate as an
ordering notion within the context of the academy. The second relates to the everyday
literate as an ordering notion for literacy practices outside the influence of the
academy. Both categorisation devices are indelibly tied to aspects of social and
professional opportunities, and are used by informants as a means of describing
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‘what-counts-as-literacy’, and the consequences that might arise from its practice.
7.4.4

Constructing Cause and Effect Relations - Literacy in Higher Education

These accounts of the ‘facts’ of literacy offered by the informants employ a range of
substantiation procedures. Among these are students’ accounts of shared
understandings of what are taken to be self-evident truths about literacy practice.
Informants also provide a range of stories from the past as iconic narratives as
anecdotal evidence to support, illuminate and strengthen their various accounts of
what-counts-as-literacy. Personal and professional experience also constitutes a
substantiation procedure in informant talk about what-counts-as-literacy, as this kind
of experience is often drawn upon to support informant generalisations. A more subtle
substantiation device relied upon by informants in the production of talk about
literacy in higher education is the official discourse of professional and industry
practitioners embedded in disciplinary literacy practices. These substantiation
procedures carry out the work of attribution, that is the practical reasoning work of
making connections among categories and members that underlie community culture
and action.
(CB)
OK. Has literacy served as a barrier or an invitation to
successful study(?)
(I)
Originally there was there was the problem yes, until I got a bit
more knowledge of ...( ) Because of language barrier, but ah, … it is ah
… it forces me (or) it forces me to study more because I think it’s ah, it’s
a privilege.
(CB)

OK. What does literacy mean to you?

(I)
Understanding of ah (2) of literally books … material,
understanding of the world around.
(CB)

//And what about your ability to reflect ideas(?)

(I)
Oh, that’s … ah yes, very important. It means that you can move
yourself through, … you can be profitable in you society (2) you can
succeed better in career opportunities and you can serve others in (what)
you do.
(T 25 98 – 109)
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In constructing the cause and effect relations of good or poor literacy practice, student
accounts of what-counts-as-literacy reflect their concerns at being able to fulfil
societal and community expectations of being inside the ‘professional loop’. The
recurring themes of ‘being profitable’, enjoying ‘career success’, and providing
professional ‘service’ represent informant connections between literacy practice and
social advantage. In this regard informant accounts of literacy as practice paint
literacy as a “quantifiable continuum of acquisitions”, or set of “unspecified
knowledge and skills” with moral connotations, related to self, professional and
community development (Lo Bianco & Freebody 1997: 30). Literacy comprises a set
of abilities, language, cognitive and moral integrations that move variably around
notions of reading, writing, understanding, and converting as a process of continuous
or discontinuous learning within a defined disciplinary and professional culture. The
subjects of academic literacy occupy a social space, which is essentially the product
of disciplinary technologies. That professional regulations, guidelines and standards
define these spaces seems to escape most of the informants. What counts here is the
immediate practice of literacy; what this practice represents is affirmation in the most
immediate of contexts - the local community of practice.
The analysis of the influence of professional bodies on academic discourse
communities presented in Chapter Three of this thesis concludes that it is both
possible and probable that professional and disciplinary communities may share some
common characteristics. The analysis presented in Chapter Three also concludes that
given the balkanised arrangement of disciplines and schools within higher education
institutions, there can be no such thing as an overarching discourse community.
Rather, at work within higher education institutions, are the subtle and sophisticated
social processes of multiple discourse communities (Ivanic 1997). What can be
gained from analysis of informants’ talk is that the transparent discourse communities
described in students’ accounts are constituted by a range of values, assumptions and
practices. These involve conceptions of what literacy should look like; what function
or social purpose it ought to perform; what capabilities make it possible; what
behaviours and processes it should embrace; and how this gives rise to social relations
within the community through the generation of ideology, the initiation of structure
and the establishment of core institutions:
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(CB)
OK. What impact does literacy have on access opportunity and
security for students(?)
(I)
Um, …I think as I said earlier it gives them access to a wealth of
knowledge base that they can actually improve their own abilities and ah,
that in turn increases their access to areas. And the final part was(?)
(CB)

Security.

(I)
Security(.) I suppose in the long run a lot of them would see that
um, having that knowledge base …um, would in turn hopefully lead to
better career opportunities, thus increasing their security.
(T 7 254-263)
Informants, as student writers within the academic community, are compelled through
their reading, writing and assessment, to negotiate an identity from within the range
of subjective possibilities that are supported by the community, and inscribed in that
community’s communicative and professional practices. As the informant in the
excerpt above confirmed, there is a perceived cause and effect chain, wherein literacy
can be constructed commonsensically as a commodity, linked to knowledge as
currency, in turn leading to career opportunity and economic and professional
security.
That non-literacy presents a threat to the economic, professional and moral well being
of an individual is an established principle of contemporary political and public
discourse (Collins 1991). Recognising the ‘tangle’ of social, disciplinary and
individual contexts means that as subjects within the discourse speakers are able to
recognise the situated nature of these positions, and how such positioning can provide
or deny access to institutional forms of literacy. The capacity to produce neatly
defined forms of knowledge about literacy as practice is due to the fact that whatcounts-as-literacy is structured within a set of simple binaries (Graff 1987). As a
binary construction, informants conceive the field of academic literacy as a selflimiting site; you either have these skills or you do not. Whilst constructed through
informants’ categorisation as a process of empowerment, the binary construction of
academic literacy and non-literacy fails to challenge the ideology that constructs some
people as lacking literacy, thereby rendering them powerless as subjects within the
discourses of higher education. Those informants who are constructed as having good
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literacy skills can be construed to have and have deserved certain advantages that
stem from being inside literacy, as distinct from those students who are constructed as
having poor literacy skills.

7.5

Conclusion – Making Sense of Informant Talk

To make sense of informant talk about what-counts-as-academic-literacy this project
has turned to membership categorisation analysis to chart the underlying frameworks
that make academic text possible and able to be understood. To begin from direct
experience as this chapter has done, and to return to it as a ‘constraint’ or ‘test’ of the
adequacy of a systematic knowledge is to begin from where literacy is located bodily.
The re-production of social practices as literacy is shown to make sense within the
community under study by drawing on membership categorization device (Jayyusi
1991; Heritage 1984; Sacks 1972; Garfinkel 1967).
Within this disciplinary context outlined in this chapter, the actualities of the
everyday world of literacy are described by informants as already socially organised.
Informant accounts of what-counts-as-literacy at the local level are “socially produced
and concretely and symbolically organised prior to the moment at which (subjects)
enter and at which inquiry begins” (Smith 1988:23). Category analysis provides a
methodological means of standing ‘bodily’ within the multiple contexts of the project.
From these position questions of identity form an integral part of discussion about
what constitutes academic literacy, because identity is what is at stake when
subjective experience is interrogated, and formulated. Scott (1992 cited in Block
1995:43) warns that we need not take experience as a site that cannot be interrogated:
It is the questions precluded – questions about discourse, difference
and subjectivity, as well as what counts as experience and who gets
to make that determination – that would enable us to historicise
experience, to reflect critically on the history we write about it,
rather than to premise our history upon it.
It is in the sharing of the conditionality of experience and knowledge about academic
literacy that an understanding of the subject positions inscribed in discourse can be
problematised and explicated. In particular, analytical work undertaken in this chapter
210
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
followed the framework employed by Freebody, Ludwig and Gunn (1995). Emerging
from this local version of what-counts-as-literacy in higher education are powerful
categories of students, both skilled and unskilled in academic literacy. The relevant
category contrasts established through student talk involve building membership
categorization devices around conceptions of academic literacy as an ordering notion
for what counts-as-literacy within this discourse community, and secondly around
everyday literacy as an ordering notion for what counts for literacy outside the
discourse community.
The contrasts between these formulations of literacy practice are both explicit and
implied as ‘socially produced’ and ‘symbolically’ organized within informant
accounts. The consequences of this are explored in detail Chapter Eight. The
predicates attached to certain categories emerging from talk on academic literacy give
rise to notions of differential access to the subject positions inscribed in academic
discourses. The discursive identity a writer presents to his or her reader is constrained
or enabled by the institutional spaces into which the student writes. What-counts-asliteracy in this context is framed by those discourses that are considered more
powerful or more highly valued than others. The cause-effect relationships used by
informants to explain how category-attribute connections give rise to social action are
constructed largely as a binary that breaches the academic literate and its relational
pairs - the non-literate or everyday literate. Informant categorizations construct
academic literacy as a process of empowerment. The consequences of this account for
those who are constituted and positioned in the discourse of academic literacy is that
it fails to offer them adequate space to challenge existing conceptions of what-countsas-literacy within this particular discourse community. What-counts-as-literacy is
about what counts-as-affirmation.
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Chapter Eight:
Academic Literacy: Elaborating Findings.
“She’s the Organ-grinder and I’m the bloody monkey”

8.0

INTRODUCTION.

In preceding chapters the view was presented that academic writing is an act of
identity construction and affirmation. In particular, this thesis has argued that it is
through the act of writing that people take up their positions as subjects within the
socially available spaces of the business faculty.

By aligning themselves with

culturally shaped possibilities for self-hood, student members of the faculty
collaborate in reproducing, and at times adapting and challenging the taken for
granted practices, values and beliefs that constitute the local discourse and practice of
academic literacy.
To make sense of informants’ talk about what-counts-as-academic-literacy Chapter
Seven turned to interpretive procedures based in Ethnomethodology to chart the
underlying frameworks of academic literacy in the business faculty. Informant talk
revealed that within the local disciplinary context of the faculty, the actualities of the
everyday world of literacy are already socially organised. Emerging from this local
version of what-counts-as-literacy in higher education are categories of students, both
skilled and unskilled in academic literacy practices. The relevant category contrasts
established through students’ talk involve building membership categorisation devices
around conceptions of academic literacy as an ordering notion for what-counts-asliteracy within the academic discourse community, and secondly around everyday
literacy as an ordering notion for what-counts-as-literacy outside the academic
community. The predicates attached to certain categories emerging from talk on
academic literacy give rise to notions of differential access to the subject positions
inscribed in academic discourses, and therefore within institutional spaces. Whatcounts-as-literacy in this business faculty is framed by those discourses that are
considered more powerful or more highly valued than others. At this point, the thesis
turns to an examination of how informant categories, attributes, and connections
(developed in Chapter Seven), and knowledge about the constitutive aspects of
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academic writing (developed in Chapter Five) open certain avenues for understanding
and practice with respect to academic literacy.

8.1

OVERVIEW: WHAT COUNTS AS DATA?

With the particular concerns of this project in mind - how academic literacy is
socially described within its community of origin - a number of decisions were made
about what would be attended to as data. These decisions reflect a belief in the value
of documenting views that are expressed consistently across the various categories of
informants (Geertz 1983;1973). In this way data collection involves recording
informants’ talk and opinion that converges around certain themes, whilst
acknowledging the divergent nature of contrast and contest within informants’
descriptions of the constitutive work of academic literacy.
The researcher made some judgements about what sections of the original data would
be presented to develop emerging themes. By building on the analytic framework
outlined in Chapter Seven, and relying on the work of Freebody, Ludwig and Gunn
(1995), Freebody (1995) and Silverman (1993:1985), the analysis of interview data
adopted the following sequence.
• The entire corpus of interviews was examined to identify the main
features of informant talk.
• Statements or exemplars of the talk, what Geertz (1973) would term
the ‘linguistic classifications’ that capture these main features, were
identified and extracted from the main corpus.
• A more exact identification of these main features - the categories,
attributes and connections in informant accounts of academic
literacy - were presented to map the spatial and temporal geography
of literacy practice within the community under study.
• The interview data was revisited to determine if the categories,
attributes and connections extracted through analysis of interview
data remained consistent with informant accounts, as accounts of the
‘lifecycle’ of the community (Geertz 1973).
• Interview segments were then chosen to reflect the main features of
informant talk. Some segments represent short extracts used to
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exemplify aspects of the ‘talk’. These are not offered as a definitive
account of the features under study, but when taken out of the
context of the interview, are used to present the main features of
informant talk in a focussed way. This enables explication of the
data, and an examination of reciprocal influences and connections in
informant accounts.
•

The analysis also provides larger segments of informant talk as
monologues. These extracts present a concise and situated example
of the themes under construction. They are also used to provide
context and connections between informant talk and the themes
under development. In this light these monologues are either
introduced or followed by a short commentary that explicates the
features of the talk presented. This profiles the categorisation and
attribution work realised through informants’ talk, as well as the
cause effect accounts rendered by informants. Once established,
these enable an examination of all informant accounts within the
relational context of the project. Full transcripts of the interviews
have not been reproduced within this thesis, but remain available to
the reader.

The data is then used to explore student inflections on academic literacy, beginning
with the spatial characteristics (8.3.1), and moving onto an examination of how the
temporal dimensions of academic literacy are assembled by informants (8.3.2). The
definitional work of literacy is presented (8.4), the relations of which are shown to be
consequential to student writers through the subject positions with which they engage
and access (8.5). The study then explores the temporal dimension of academic literacy
in some detail, drawing on the experiential (8.5.1), the gendered (8.5.2), and the
psychological realities (8.5.3) of informants as they piece together their versions of
what counts as academic literacy. The chapter features ‘problematic’ accounts of
literacy practice, accounts that illustrate how the multiple relationships between
textual control and professional identity come to invest language with symbolic
significance and ideological power.
The method of interpretive analysis employed here requires the researcher to
demonstrate from the data that those aspects of the talk and/or the context identified
as relevant to analysis are aspects that remain identifiable and relevant to the
informants (Garfinkel 1967). Geertz (1983; 1973) goes on to demonstrate that the
sense of order that emerges from this kind of interpretive work provides a practical
basis, and a sense of intersubjectivity, through which further activity can be
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substantiated and sustained. Not only does this social action display knowledge about
academic writing, but it is also essential to the creation of knowledge (Ivanic 1997). It
is through the activity of academic writing that communities produce and reproduce
knowledge that makes individual conduct and social circumstances understandable
(Geertz 1983; 1973).
In this regard, this project has an interest in the discourses in which the informants
locate themselves. Talk about academic literacy, about being a student, and about
membership of the discourse communities that frame academic culture draws upon
cultural understandings that grow out of personal, professional and community
constructions of these concepts. These constructions enable informant talk to be heard
and seen as sensible and reasonable by members of the academic culture (Jayyusi
1991). It is through a reliance on members taking up certain positions that meanings
are made and recognised (Geertz 1983). The discourse of academic literacy is thus
seen as a mediating frame in the social construction of identity. This chapter details
how informant categories, attributes, and connections, and their shared knowledge
about the constitutive aspects of academic writing open certain avenues for
understanding and practice around what-counts-as-literacy within this local
community of writers. Compelling categories of people (literate and alliterate),
hegemonic writing conventions, and powerful institutional frames are represented in
student talk about academic literacy. The focus of this current chapter is to document
in a principled way the views of informants, and to point to aspects of convergence
and divergence within, and between informant and community descriptions of
academic literacy.

8.2

PROJECT FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

8.2.1

Students and literacy

In Chapter Seven it was argued that informants’ categorisations construct academic
literacy as a process of self-empowerment. In their talk about literacy and higher
education, the informants drew on a cultural framework of professional and
community interpretations that they used to present talk as both hearable and
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meaningful. What emerged from informant accounts of academic literacy was an
impression of the social world of higher education. This world draws particularly
upon the membership categorisation device of the ‘academic literate’ in that this
social world is generally made up of those who are empowered through literacy
capabilities to take up roles in the discourses of the disciplinary community. The
categories, and collections of categories, that capture the ‘academic literate’ are
generally explicitly described in the talk, while the categories of the non-academic
literate, variously described at times as the everyday literate, and at other times as a
non-literate, are generally implicit in informant talk. The categories of lecturer, and
on occasions, workplaces are also identified as bodies to whom the informant is held
accountable for issues related to literacy.
Because of the style of writing that ... the theory reading, the course
readings, and you're also reading other people's ideas and to be able
to put that in your words… to absorb that, you need to be able to …
you need to read everything. Whereas from work, I'm not reading
other people's ideas generally. I'm just reading about something.
(T9: 179 - 181)
The process of acquiring academic literacy in a higher education context thus gives
rise to a new form of literacy event, one that is placed outside that of the everyday and
workplace practices of literacy.
The discourse of academic literacy is described by informants as a (potentially)
empowering discourse, but also as a self-limiting discourse that is productive only in
the light of other social discourses it illuminates.
In university of course it’s (Literacy) vital … in fact um, …give a
bit of background, I, (2) well I was fairly severe, or I’m quite
dyslexic but severe, I was, (
) my dyslexia as a child. Didn’t to
learn to read until I was in year six of um (school). And that was a
major obstacle to, you know, any success and happiness in a middle
class family. I was fortunate and got a reasonable amount of
remedial education and picked it up, um, once I started going.
(T 19 23 - 29)
The well being of the middle-class individual, his situated success and happiness, is in
some way contingent upon his capacity to mediate literacy as a local community
216
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
practice.
In order to achieve shared understandings and meanings, informants drew on wellestablished categories within the membership categorisation device of the academic
literate to draw a marked disengagement with commonsense (everyday) language.
Working within the established categories emanating from a functional literacy
perspective, informants were able to articulate the ways in which certain ‘people’
were problematic because they did not possess the characteristics that are generally
attributed to the academic literate within community discourses on literacy.
(Literacy is) Vital, in fact …I would think that if, if English, well if
I weren’t as literate as I am I would find if very very difficult in
certain subjects to comprehend what is going on(?). For instance, I
guess Commercial Law is the prime example, (2)I think that I
understand the written word quite well but I found myself hunting
around for a dictionary, so I dread to think what some poor Asian
students must go through.
(T 23 17 -21)

These accounting procedures succeed in constituting and reproducing the institutional
settings of which the discourse of academic literacy is a fundamental part.
The “known-in-common” world (Heritage 1984: 216) that emerges from informant
descriptions supports the notion that there is a problem with literacy within higher
education, and that this problem has far-reaching implications for certain marked
individuals and for society as a whole.
the students of university are predominantly middle class, (um),
middle class … ah children of middle class families. Um literacy, in
fact I think often the class, … class structures in Australia are very
much based around levels of education more than say birth or or
even (income). So in some ways you could say that literacy in
Australia is, is essentially the basis of a class distinction and ah, …
as that universities are essentially the bastions of, (of) a dominant
class.
(T 19 7 - 12)
The disengagement of commonsense language gives rise to new categories of
relevance and effect in the practice of academic literacy. It both constitutes and
reproduces literacy practice as a mediated process, an ideological code within a
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specific and localised institutional setting.
What-counts-as-literacy within this community of writers is thus about what countsas-affirmation, about ‘getting it right’ within the local community in order to ‘get it
right’ in communities beyond the faculty. The categories and concepts central to
informants’ accounts of academic literacy represent the actual relations, practices,
processes, knowledge and reasoning of the community as a textually mediated
discourse. Literacy processes are reconstructed as textual, psychological or social
processes, depriving them of their necessary membership (as in the transcript above)
in the ‘relevant’ economy of material conditions, time, effort and meaning. Thus
informants, as an outcome of the conceptual discourses of functional and disciplinary
literacy, have come to address academic literacy in terms of interpersonal relations
and roles, a language that has reconfigured the institutional presence of literacy. In the
informant account cited above, the institutional function of academic literacy is
conceived in terms of a liberal market discourse. ‘What-counts-as-literacy’ within
this specific discourse will need to also articulate adequately and competently to other
aspects of institutional practice, such as assessment, professional accreditation and
career opportunity.

8.3

CHARACTERISTICS OF
STUDENT INFLECTIONS

ACADEMIC

LITERACY

–

The metaphor of the social semiotic provides a robust framework for analysing how
language functions within a particular setting to produce and provide a mechanism for
receiving meaning. The following discussion highlights the ways in which the
ideational, interpersonal and textual functions of language conspire to produce shared
understandings around ‘what-counts-as-literacy’ within this particular community of
writers. This entails an examination of how disciplinary subject matter, the meaning
relations between the reader and writer, and the textual aspects of disciplinary
languages that enable the sharing and co-production of meaning interact. It is this
interaction that enables a community discourse about academic literacy to ‘hang
together’.
In suggesting that the self is something that is manifest in discourse, this project
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draws upon the idea that the discoursal construction of the self consists firstly of the
values and beliefs a student brings to their writing. It is these reality orientations that
in turn convey the ideational meaning behind student texts (Ivanic 1997; Fairclough
1995). These same orientations constitute aspects of the self, but not its entirety. The
self is also a product of a writer’s relations, status and position within a discourse
community, placing emphasis on the interpersonal meaning they are able to convey
through the process of text construction. The ‘self’ therefore also consists of the
writer’s orientation to language use, and the implications this has for cultural
constructions of text and textual meaning. In producing and receiving disciplinary
representations of academic literacy, a range of possibilities, identities or subject
positions are made available to the student writer. These possibilities constitute, and
are constituted by, the spatial and temporal dimensions of the ‘academic literate’.
8.3.1

Charting dimensions of literacy: the spatial characteristics of the
academic literate

In Chapter Five of this thesis the spatial characteristics of the literate person were
identified as a consequence of mapping the conceptual world of the student writer.
These characteristics indicate that the ‘academically literate person’, also a
categorisation device identified in Chapter Seven of the thesis, is an ideological
construct with discernible representational features. These include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A conventional respect for citing authority in their writing.
Valuing objectivity over subjectivity.
Viewing personal experience as irrelevant to academic writing.
Striving for positivist orientations in their writing.
Adoption of a linear (functional) model of writing practice.
Hearing the speaking voice as essentially neutral.
Framing writing as a competitive practice. And,
Identifying exclusivity as a principal feature of discourse membership.

In mapping out the key elements in the conceptual world of student writing, the
account of academic literacy produced in Chapter Five is therefore consequential to
the actions and identities of the members of the community it describes. In analysing
talk about academic literacy, there was a high degree of consistency across informant
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talk about academic writing as practice, indicating the presence of widely held
institutional points of view on what-counts-as-literacy. Talk around this topic drew
largely on what Ivanic (1997:303) labelled the ‘normal representational aspects’ of
intellectual activity, knowledge and knowledge making in higher education
institutions. These represent the productive knowledge that forms the base of whatcounts-as-academic-literacy for this particular discourse community, and which in
turn entails new ways of coordinating writing, and of being coordinated through the
act of writing. Details of informant talk that relate to the representational aspects
outlined above vary slightly across the informants, with much of its sense, in most
instances, gained by implication or understood by reference to larger interactional
settings rather than just local descriptions. This discourse on academic literacy
depends heavily on taken-for-granted, commonsense qualities for its acceptance and
understanding within participant accounts.
Significant features of the academic discourse contained in students’ accounts
included reference to the construction of academic writing as a functional discourse, a
view which places the writer in the role of doing the writing, rather than the more
active and accountable role of being the writer. This subject positioning places the
relatively powerless writer in the position of producing the text, which the more
powerful writer will in turn read, interpret and assess. In this light, the interviewees
frequently rely on the notion of ‘authority’ as a defining feature of how academic
writing should be framed.
Especially (careful) with your technical note and footnote, and
referencing styles.
(T 7 94-51)
Once you sorta see how the system works, what people expect, what
the um .. lecturer expects and you’ve done a few assignments and
things you can sorta see roughly the layout they’re looking for, and
like, how close they want you to stick to a format or whatever.
(T 17 37-41)
My first written piece is usually heavily marked and I usually
request the lecturer to say please write, … critique my writing style,
because I don’t know what you want.
(T 8 81 - 84)
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I mean OK, … there are certain academic conventions you’ve got to
follow. You put something in and get the feedback and do one hell
of a second paper.
(T 5 113 - 115)
Being literate to me means being able to put my thoughts into an
acceptable form so that some other people can understand them,
mark them and discuss them.
(T6 4 -6)
You know, ten or fifteen authors in a book of readings then a test,
that’s sort of just one author … isn’t it.
(T9 35 -36)
The speaker’s voice is necessarily neutral, the purpose of text construction is
objective reconstruction, and the language employed is exclusive to the community of
established users. The authoritative act in this instance rests with the implied or actual
academic persona.
The informants regularly describe the impact of changing literacy practices in terms
of what this now means for how literacy is to be done. A feature of these changing
literacy practices described by one informant as
predominantly reading and writing and possibly even articulation
and understanding of ideas
(T 6 22 - 23)
was taken up by most of the other informants who variously described the necessity
for
strengthening my ability to write, and put structure to my thoughts
and to my opinions and to my essays and exams. (T 16 3- 5)
An important characteristic of this functional approach to literacy, and a topic that
receives extensive treatment in the literature about the process view of academic
writing (Hall 1990; Snow & Brinton 1988; Spack 1984; Bruffee 1984), is that the
writer is captured and understood in terms of the text that he/she has produced and
what this means to the reader. Capturing the writer this way occurs without
consideration of how the writer appears as a social being, and constructs the writing
process as an objective technology. This particular attribute of academic writing was
also featured in the talk of the informants, as evidenced in the following extracts
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drawn from informant responses to how aspects of academic literacy ought to be
described.
At university how you write reflects your personality … it is you. If
that’s accepted, you’ve done well, so you feel personally good about
it.
(T 7 13 -14)
Just Technology - … as far as writing that language, I don’t have
that much technology.
(T 4 25 - 26)
Disciplinary literacy - a kind of psychic prison. On paper I find it
hard to put my thoughts down because there I believe it to be so
concrete.
(T 16 53 -55)
I’m probably bi-lingual in the sense of um switching between
degrees all the time. So - it’s good, it broadens your outlook on both
I think. You can take skill from one and apply it to the other.
(T 15 34 - 36)
Clearly, the impersonal and objective nature of academic literacy contained in these
informant accounts is contrary to the attributes of literacy given to everyday literacy
events. This presents disengagement with commonsense notions of language, and
paints academic literacy as a linear and somehow generalisable process that emanates
from the goals of writers, and remains independent of the context of writing.
I suppose I make a conscious choice not use my everyday language,
verbal language anyway. Written language, (.) Yeah hey just the
way you want it, that’s the way you get it. So nothing short of
prostitution there.
( T 5 67 -68)
If you’re illiterate - a foreign student, you can be literate in your
own language but may find it harder here (university).
(T 12 20 -21)
English is my second language … I spend a lot of time reading
economic texts and then writing economic related text. And when I
speak I’ll, I try to speak normal English, but since a lot of my
vocabulary is based on economic words, tend to get mixed up
sometimes.
(T 13 49 -53)
This impersonal view of literacy as social practice de-politicises reading and writing
practices, and renders invisible the textual resources needed to participate in the work
of the literate community. These informant displays draw on differences in academic
and everyday language complexes as differences between ‘primary and secondary’
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languages, wherein the elaborated secondary language of the academy and its many
disciplinary variations, gives rise to a new form of social relation. Those with
academic literacy enjoy the benefits of being conversant - also referred to as being
‘inside the loop’(T 14-125) in both the (restricted) codes of everyday language, as
well as the (more elaborated) codes of the academic disciplines. The following
excerpt, in which an informant is responding to a question on the perceived
differences between everyday language and academic language complexes, indicates
the ‘bilingual’ character of the academically literate student.

Um, you can only learn so much from word of mouth, the rest must
be supported by, or endorsed by the written word or other media
forms, and without that, uh (understanding), forget it.
(T 10 7 -9)
By positioning personal experience as less consequential than ‘organised knowledge’
in the form of ‘the written word or other media forms’, this informant’s accounting of
his ‘normal’ views on academic writing draw attention to the necessary self-changes
that are taking place:
Um … yeah, I suppose I’m not a great, I don’t pretend to be a great
reader … I think my family background is that they weren’t great
readers therefore I, probably picked that, that background up
growing up.
(T 10 24 -28)
I don’t like it (academic jargon). I’ve tried, my old man was a
builders labourer, so I’ve tried very hard to stick to a bare economy,
whenever I talk. Um, if I use jargon, it’s probably only to ( 3) Uh
…. Because I’m among peers, or a similar talking clique. Normally
and naturally … I avoid it.
(T 10 35 -38)

According to the above accounts, student writers are described as facing up to the
consequences of competing discourses on literacy, recognising the different ‘ways of
being’ required in these new discourses. In taking pains to ensure that the significance
of the term “I don’t pretend to be a great reader” is conveyed to the listener, the
informant also leaves open the possibility that there are some discoursal practices
which he is prepared (in complicity) to adopt. Informant talk indicates that student
writers recognise that they must participate in new ways of ‘doing literacy’. There is
223
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
an assumed compliance on the part of writers apparent here, with the hearer meant ‘to
hear’ evidence of students collaborating with academics as they go about completing
academic work, thereby forming new identities of themselves as writers and
community members. This segment of talk indicates the informant’s compliance with
many of the platforms of the existing discourse community (Swales 1990:24-7),
notably

the

high

premium

placed

on

mechanisms

of

participation

and

intercommunication among members that bring with them additional member
attributes. It participating in the ‘ways of literacy’ informants offer moral support to
each other in working towards Swales’s (1990: 27) “threshold level” of member
relevant “content and discoursal expertise”. These attributes are apparently normal
and reasonable, for example they relate to aspects of ‘assessment’, ‘passing exams
and getting good marks’ as a means of taking up new places within contemporary
discourses on functional academic literacy.
A common thread in the talk of a number of informants was concern about their and
others' capacity to handle the different ways of thinking or student identities now
required, as demonstrated in the following extracts.
Counter-productive (?) … Yes.I often spend a lot of time writing
summaries and taking notes in some form or another. The
productivity of that doesn’t accrue until two weeks before the final
exam. So during semester you’re writing these summaries and it’s
totally unproductive except for … (education) and just going over
once weekly and that soaks into your project time. But in the end of
semester when you are sitting exams … it’s a good thing I wrote
those notes. (Laughs) …
(T 7 56 - 61)
Its worse when you change to economics, they start to elaborate on
a lot of blah, blah blah in between what you' re actually looking for.
It’s like some … idiot (has) decided to hide a needle in a haystack ..
but what does the needle look like? You don’t know till you step on
it.
(T 13 28 -31)
The one who’s really pedantic about grammar … and formal use of
language … and the way things are cited. The most pedantic person
I have ever come across. You know … what is the big deal … its
like she’s the organ grinder and I’m the bloody monkey.
(T 24 110 - 112)
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Identifying what-counts-as-literacy is described as a slow process for some student
writers, and one that requires something of a paradigm shift. In making these shifts,
informants point to the way in which they, as writers, are engaged in the process of
choosing and moving between textually constructed positions, all of which are
distinguishable as a function or ‘representational’ perspective of a deeper ideological
or disciplinary view of what-counts-as-literacy. This is a recurrent theme throughout
informant accounts.
Being literate means strengthening my ability to write, and to put
structure to my thoughts and to my opinions and to my exams and
essays etcetera. Second would be literate from a philosophical point
of view, um, um ( ) I’m more easily able to encompass more
thoughts, more avenues more perspectives of thought, um …
regarding society and um, gender roles etcetera. (T 16 2 -7)
Possibilities for identity exist largely as a temporal dimension within any social
setting, in that these are positions which do not belong to individuals, but which form
social spaces shaped, in the account above, by institutional contexts and perspectives
(Smith 1988). From the interpretive work offered by informants in the above
accounts, it becomes possible to understand how institutional realities appear at times
as partial, inconsistent, fragmented and complex. The objectification of literacy in the
academic institution imbues it with the capacity to articulate deeper structure through
mechanisms of intercommunication and participation amongst community members.
The overall effect achieved by operating out of a functional discourse on academic
literacy was that participants were able to assemble an identity for a literate person
within this environment. Working within this context, it is possible to assemble a
range of discursive practices that distinguish this functional academic discourse, from
the discourses of everyday literacy. From these accounts an ‘academic literate’ is
spatially described and defined by what they do, or should do, in their literacy
practices. These descriptions are ‘spatially fixed’ in so far as they are recognisable as
institutional practices, common to the shared discourse of the academic community
under study. The academic literate is thus ‘spatially’ described by informants as
being:
• Able to participate effectively in the discourse community through the
functional processes of reading and writing;
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• Having mastered both academic as well as everyday literacy practices;
• Able to access and use disciplinary jargon and convention;
• Possessing literacy capabilities which give rise to increased self-efficacy,
confidence, articulation and heightened experience;
• Able to pass exams and assignments by interpreting and then meeting
marker requirements; and:
• Enjoying social advantage (community status) as a result of literacy efforts.
Whilst these descriptions given in the talk are offered as ‘local accounts’, they bear
out the significant features of the dominant discourse on academic literacy provided
by Ivanic (1997:302). These traditional constructions of academic endeavour ascribe
strong positivist characteristics to the product and process of producing academic
writing. This is evident in leanings towards authority, objectivity, impersonality, the
closed purpose of the writing task, author neutrality and the exclusiveness of
disciplinary language and conventions. This toolkit (Wertsch 1991) for negotiating
academic discourse contains an identifiable and functional array of ‘mediational
means’. Because the functional literacy discourse is embedded within the local
writing practices of this business faculty, the categorisation work achieved through
operating in this discourse is also embedded in the moral as well as social order of its
disciplines (Jayyusi 1984). The literacy characteristics of individuals are in this way
isolated from the literacy content of their educational experience, and tend to
legitimate a set of literacy practices as an organising principle. Yet the very concept
of a ‘mainstream’ must be called into question (Street 1999), as it suggests a reasoned
consensus around what-counts-as-academic-literacy. What student writers are dealing
with, rather, is a socially dominant cultural framework.
8.3.2

Assembling the academic literate: the temporal dimension of academic
Literacy.

Through their talk, informants have assembled a description of what-counts-asliteracy by means of a list of attributes that work to establish a collective
categorisation. This collective then becomes a community (Geertz 1973:1983),
institutional (Smith 1988) and professional or disciplinary designator (Moodie 1997)
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in determining what-counts-as-good-literacy-practice. Each of the items that make up
this list have a relationship to each other, established and grounded in the functional
discourse of academic literacy which stands as an intersubjective community
expression for what-counts-as-literacy. Given the persuasiveness of the consensual
and collaborative position put forward in this local community account (Geertz 1983),
it is possible to overlook how such lists mask the selective process underlying their
creation, and the logic behind that process (Jayyusi 1984:79).
Most informants stated that they aspire to reproduce good academic literacy, but as
Gee (1990) suggests, they often felt colonised by it, and found themselves occupying
subordinate or receiver roles when mediating writing practices. This is captured
strongly in transcript 24:
The one who’s really pedantic about grammar … and formal use of
language … and the way things are cited. The most pedantic person
I have ever come across. You know … what is the big deal … its
like she’s the organ grinder and I’m the bloody monkey.
(T 24 110 - 112)
The consequential choice to align oneself as a writer with the dominant aspects of the
discourse is, as informant accounts indicate, a complex one. This choice encompasses
affective, cognitive and emotional states. It can be reasonably faked; the colonised are
always moving from one discourse into another; multiple identities provide for insider
and outsider status grounded in different situations and times, and discourses of
themselves are not monolithic, but tend more often than not to merge with one
another (Swales 1990). As a consequence, the diversity of socially available options
for the self is embedded in institutional contexts, reflexively made and achieved
amidst a puzzling diversity of available options (Giddens 1991).
Students in this study draw attention to the social conditions of the academic
institution, which locates identity in the (literacy) events, and (literacy) experiences of
institutional, disciplinary and (pre) professional practices. To textual configurations of
the self we add not only the life-history of an individual, but also the discoursal
interpretation that individuals put forward in their writing, and in the subsequent
framing of their potential careers. In this way the subject of academic writing is
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indeed multiply socially constructed (Ivanic 1997). Other literacy attributes and skills
which student writers may possess, and that have enabled them to be described as
literate in other contexts, have become lost, subsumed or deemed inconsequential to
academic literacy practices. The outcome of this accomplishment is that student
writers who do not have literacy attributes ascribed to them, can be seen to be
performing poorly, and therefore cannot also claim legitimate membership of the
academic community. It is from this perspective that informants were able to offer
explanations for poor literacy performance and inappropriate literacy habits.

8.4

WHERE LITERACY FAILS: BEARING WITNESS AND
DESCRIBING BOUNDARIES

The accounts offered by informants that there are ‘others’ who are not able to perform
as well as ‘good’ writers in existing degree study programs are consistent across the
talk of all informants, although the consequences and effects of this are differently
described. Talk about academic literacy provided a starting point from which all
participants constructed, explained and elaborated a correlation between literacy and
social opportunity, generally in the form of career and professional aspirations.
There was a general agreement across all informants that students need higher order
literacy skills to mediate undergraduate degree studies. There was also a consensus
that these same skills acted as an ‘invitation’ to partake in the professional career and
social opportunities that completion of a higher degree offers in the post academy
world. The ascribed correlation between poor academic performance and low literacy
skills was explicated from the talk by recourse to a set of causal relations, primarily
described and captured in Chapter Seven of this thesis. These relations represent a
localised institutional perspective, and describe poor academic achievement in terms
of literacy skills, which are then implicated as cultural attributes pertaining to
language, ethnicity, and degrees of para-professional awareness. The assembly of
writers with a specific range of cultural attributes thus in turn allowed for the
formulation of taken-for-granted propositions that informants applied in the
explanations of the causes and effects of inferior literacy accomplishments.
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More pure definitional work is accomplished through such accounting procedures.
The phenomenon of poor academic literacy is created by the instigation of particular
culturally available categories of persons and their respective practices, thereby
justifying a contemporary focus on the literacy skills of members of the academy
(Illing 1994; Ainsley & Long 1995; Street 1999). According to the informant
accounts offered, the extent to which certain student writers are able to carry out their
responsibilities as students is the extent to which they are literate. Study skills and
academic socialisation are therefore constitutive of “faculty/student relations around
writing in higher education” (Street 1999:4).
The study skills model pertains to literacy approaches and practices which attempt to
fix problems with student learning by emphasising aspects of grammar, rhetorical
structure and spelling within student writing practice (Street 1999). The academic
socialisation view describes literacy as a ‘collection’ of reader and discourse
community orientations, stressing the ‘acculturation’ of the novice writer into
established disciplinary practices and codes. Student configurations of academic
literacy feature a strong orientation to both the study skills, and academic
socialisation models of literacy. These accounts represent taken-for-granted ways of
thinking about and explaining aspects of the social world beyond the practice of
writing, and that accounting is partly moral in its consequences (Jayyusi 1984). In
pointing out the limitations of both the study skills and the academic socialisation
approaches to mediating academic literacy, Street (1999: 4) draws attention to their
failure to address the “deep language, literacy and discourse issues involved in the
production and representation of meaning”. In painting the literacy demands of the
curriculum as involving a variety of communicative practices, including “genre, fields
and disciplines”, Street (1999:4-5) captures student writing as “constitutive and
contested” rather than as a collection of “skills or deficits”. Academic literacy is a
competitive arena. As a social space it signifies competition amongst members, and
offers a finite set of subject positions from which to select. To some subjects of
literacy the discourse of academic literacy will facilitate actualisation; to others it will
variably function as a rationing device, an obstacle to be overcome, or at worst a
permanent and disabling block.
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8.5

ACADEMIC LITERACY: A DISCOURSE OF
EMPOWERMENT AND OF DISTRESS

The category most frequently selected by informants to explain the phenomenon of
‘low literacy skills’ focused on students as members of the non-English speaking
(NESB) community. These students were clearly identified as insufficiently literate in
English as a second language, and as therefore practising something of a restricted
code in terms of conventional academic writing practices (skills) and processes
(socialisation). The linguistic and cultural diversity created in this higher education
community through the presence of non-English speaking students was construed as a
negative attribute of the individuals rather than as a positive feature of either an
individual or a group. In the explanations offered in the talk of informants, the
counter-productive attributes of the non-native speaking students are self-evidently
endowed. Poor literacy capabilities are said to be formed out of the collective inability
of non-native speaking students (cognitive as well as performative) to come to terms
with their ‘new roles’ within changing discourses on literacy. These inabilities were at
times attributable to previous educational experiences, which also came to count as
explanations for unacceptable, low levels of literacy. The cultural attributes of
ethnicity and language were mostly co-selected, thereby highlighting the negative
impact students so inscribed have on the literacy standards and practices of the
faculty.
The part played by the faculty, and enacted through its staff, is to build upon alreadyinstituted versions of a set of cultural and social experiences that writers bring to this
specific higher education environment. From this perspective, blame for students’
poor literacy skills cannot be levelled at institutions, or by connotation at the
regulatory, professional and curriculum bodies who circumscribe the post-academy
world. Nor can the institution, under these conditions, be held responsible for their
ensuing inability to take up the role of ‘job-placed’ graduates in the New World of
work. Employers (through the professions) point to a crisis in the “written and oral
communication skills” of graduates (Illing 1994); six in seven students point to
literacy skill enhancement as a result of undergraduate degree study (Ainsley and
Long 1995). In this contest over the meaning and nature of crisis, stakeholders in
higher education communities do not share a consensus on what constitutes the
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material effects of success in higher education. By default, some portions of this
stakeholder population will invariably regard the literacy situation as perennially ‘in
crisis’. The widespread entry of non-traditional students is said to have further
compounded existing traditions of study, concepts of knowledge, levels of
competition and forms of discourse in higher education institutions.
The following section documents how the attribution processes outlined above are
achieved in the talk of a number of key informants. In particular, reference is made to
how informant talk points to a ‘discourse of distress’ around a crisis in literacy
standards. Each of these segments demonstrates how talk of ‘a fear of falling from
literacy’ served as a starting point from which informants could assemble and explain
a relationship between social opportunity, material well being and literacy practice.
From this viewpoint, informants were able to provide various accounts of academic
literacy as both an empowering and self-limiting discourse. Patterns of social and
cultural recruitment to existing notions of academic discourse gave rise to a specific
set of social relations among community members. Community expression of the
meaning of literacy was generally perceived as one of empowerment, which in turn
was seen to lead to increased possibilities for selfhood and for identity formation.
This realisation operates much like a tension-reduction hypothesis, in that the more
literacy one has acquired, the larger the ‘toolkit’ by which to mediate literacy
practices, and the more likely one would be to avoid the ‘distress’ of falling into poor
literacy consequences.
These same patterns of recruitment also gave rise to a politics of distress and
resentment. Not all informants saw empowerment as a guaranteed or universal
outcome, but one that had to be resourced, grafted, contested, and adopted as
personal, political and future practice. Within this academic discourse community
exist a range of available member positions, some of which are identified as
empowered subjects, some as survivors, some as victims, and in turn some subjects as
‘unwell’ or ‘patholiterate’ identities.
8.5.1

Offering accounts of academic literacy as community practice: great
expectations and tales of survival

Most of the informants gave similar responses when asked to interpret what they
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understood by the term academic literacy, describing it as meaning more than just
reading and writing. The material effects of being literate translated into feelings of
confidence:
The expectation is one of confidence I suppose … given me
confidence in applying for positions that (2) I suppose … giving me
the knowledge and therefore the confidence in applying for a wider
variety of positions and positions that I feel I can have a career path
with … you know, (2) not to be constrained by anything.
(T 3 74 –78)
These feelings of confidence invariably were enacted as a pursuit of ‘the right piece
of paper’, ‘a job’, ‘a better job’, and by the non-native speaking student as:
A job with an international organisation, possibly at home or within
Europe … or wherever I can get it, (2) find a job that’s good for me
and that is what I want to achieve and also get the – the reason I
came here was to get the international experience.
(T 12 97 – 101)
The field of commerce is one that is viewed positively by informants in that it is a
field that is generally seen as career oriented:
… in having more outcome prospects as opposed to say … a pure
arts degree.
(T 20 65 – 70)
In a community in which language is regarded as an institutional and market
commodity, and viewed with desire by non-English speaking students as providing a
competitive edge over rival non-English speaking students, literacy has all the
trappings of a discourse of empowerment. That literacy plays a key role in accessing
that ‘right bit of paper’, which in turn acts as a passport to ‘getting ahead in the high
corporate world’, ‘enjoying job security’ and career ‘status’ is part of the
unproblematic world of the post-academy market. In students’ accounts of academic
literacy, possession of literacy capabilities is tantamount to social advantage, higher
relative levels of self-efficacy, and heightened learning experiences. This view of the
social purpose of literacy is a product of cause and effect relations, relations that
spring from the disciplines, and their professional and market influences. The
majority of interviewees drew on commonly held disciplinary guidelines in drawing
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together personal views of what-counts-as-literacy within a disciplinary context. The
following extracts capture this attribution process.
I looked at the course guide and saw my recommended majors – I
didn’t have to decide .. it was done for me.
(T 2 17 –21)
My professional association gave me a guideline in year 1 … you
know the intro thing. Sort of an ideal way to go for IR/HRM majors
and I have basically followed that … pretty much exactly as it was
given to me.
(T 6 21 –23)
Well, I’m doing banking and finance so I follow the guidelines of
whoever wrote them. Banking and finance. This will get me where I
need to go.
(T 11 1 –3)
Yeah in addition to the professional skills that I’m going to get
through the psyche degree. It’s not so much that they will help me
make money, they’re goin to … help me get a decent job in a
profession I love, and that doing what I love in the future is what
will bring me lots money – literacy is kinda being a means to an
end.
(T 15 93 – 100)
Yeah – bear in mind that the two professional associations, there’s
about nineteen of the twenty-six subjects I think I am doing that are
specified… hah! Higher education … love it.
(T 17 75 – 79)

What emerges from the descriptions provided by informants are clear links between
student conceptions of literacy, the nature of the literacy skills required, and the
regulations and guidelines of relevant professional associations. In the first instance
the reference point for determining where literacy skills begin is identified by
informants as institutional. The ‘course guide’, and ‘professional associations’ are
held to be very influential, and in some cases binding. The taking up of institutional
forms of literacy by student writers is a matter of selecting from a restricted but
‘valued’ range of possibilities which of themselves, present a ‘means to an end’. This
assembled framework for ‘doing’ literacy is described in the following extract by one
participant, who challenges the simplicity of the cause-effect relations instantiated
within student descriptions.
Basically we’re a bunch of educated socialists in this environment.
When we go out into the real world we’re in big bad capitalist
society … you’re leaving a very broad perspective at university to a
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very structured outside of university setting.

(T 15 13 –19)

This is taken up again as a language issue by a non-native speaking informant.
A lot of people who I talk to, … not in the economics side but in
general, they were discouraging me … saying no, no you can’t do it,
because you, you, you have to work ten times as hard as a student
who is born here.
(T 26 206 – 210)

Far from being the naturalised process of empowerment through skills acquisition that
underlies many informant descriptions of what-counts-as-literacy, the acquisition of
academic literacy skills, and socialisation into its disciplines takes on the status of an
ongoing and situated struggle at the personal, language and socio-political levels.
I couldn’t read until I was six years old. And that was a major
obstacle to you know, my success and happiness in a middle class
family.
( T 19 26 –27)
When I was younger … it was a from of dyslexia but it wasn’t bad
… and it ah (2) stopped me from reading for a long time there and I
didn’t read widely, and couldn’t participate in school.
(T 14 165 – 168)
Foreign english… um, I find that coming from the background of
non-english speaking, that, ah, the habit you express yourself, or the
way you are studying certain things, or done certain things, yeah.
When you discover that you try to discard them as fast as you can
(laughs).
(T 26 478 – 480)
(Literacy) in Australia it is, is essentially the basis of a class
distinction and ah, ( ) as that universities are essentially the bastions
of a dominant class. … It can be an educated thing, but mostly
literacy is productive as a social isolation class mechanism if that’s
possible.
(T 19 38 – 43)
These segments of talk reinforce the notion that academic literacy (as a functional
discourse) is an important type of resource in the continuous construction of identity.
These segments also mark the experience for some students of entering a new social
context such as higher education, and the likelihood that the discourses and practices
located there necessarily support an identity other than that which they (as a writer)
may bring. Hence, as informants’ accounts indicate, writers’ sense of themselves, and
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the impression that they convey of themselves in writing is necessarily multiple and
subject to change over time. The responsibility for initiating such discourse moves is
perceived by informants to rest with the individual writer, and the consequences of
those same discoursal choices go beyond the act of writing. In Chapter Two, it was
shown that the Aspects of Literacy Survey (ABS 1996) argued that higher literacy
levels are structurally linked to workplace flexibility and national competitiveness.
Such public statements about the utility of literacy, and how it is measured, evaluated
and described independent of the individual, captures how language and therefore
knowledge relating to literacy is configured at a policy level. The promise of social
and career opportunity, mediated by literacy outcomes, constitutes a ‘social pact’ (of a
participant-based literate society) with literacy acting as a marker for the
economically productive citizen, and poor literacy the province of the non-literate
other (Beazley 1997). Informants views are consistent with this pact, and therefore
conceive literacy practice at the institutional level as a type of competence orthodoxy.
The word ‘literacy’ in this way operates (is heard as) as a code for ‘illiteracy’ within
informants’ accounts (Street & Street 1991), marking it as clear concept of
signification within academic literacy discourse. This is particularly relevant to
informants’ accounts of the discourse of writing, wherein the subject is constructed as
a continuous learner, and where literacy skills need to be continuously topped up, in a
bid to keep pace with the market requirements of the new workplace (Beazley 1997).
One outcome of such cause-effect reasoning is to locate the intended recipients of the
illiterate label as restricted, unproductive and disempowered, within a broader public
discourse that views literacy as “an inoculation against such pathogens as criminality,
poverty, unemployment, and vulnerability” (Beazley 1997:55).
8.5.2

Reading gendered accounts of academic literacy: Professional or political
identities?

Around categorisations of the skilled academic literate, and its relational pair the nonskilled other, are inflections of the literacy crisis, manifest in a politics of distress
around questions of how much literacy is ‘enough’. All informants indicate that they
bring an autobiographical component to the act of writing, hence writing is shaped by
the life histories and the social groups with which they identify and belong as gender-,
235
Colin Baskin

Analysing the Dynamics of A Textually Mediated Community of Practice: The Social
Construction of Literacy in the Business Faculty
language- and culture-marked subjects. By their own accounts, members of different
social groups participating in this study report differential access to the subject
positions inscribed in academic discourse. Each is able to relate to the discourse of
academic literacy as one that isolates the literacy characteristics of its subjects from
the literacy content of their educational experiences. In this process, writers’
autobiographical selves are also marked by institutional practices, although they
neither have nor experience equal social status as members of the discourse. Despite
this, most informants interviewed described themselves as ‘survivors’ of academic
literacy, wherein the literacy skills developed through undergraduate study lead them
to report their literacy practices as ‘advantageous’, ‘beneficial’, and ‘related’ to career
goals and aspirations. A notable facet of this aspect of academic literacy is that
women respondents reported that the processes and consequences of ‘good academic
literacy’ are at best only potentially empowering ones:
I didn’t care to look at things being a male/female perspective but I
think a lot of it, there’s a lot, just as much importance placed on
attitudes from your upbringing and your external environment …
there has always been a paternalistic society up to now … being a
woman is a benefit in the new workplace.
(T 1 383 - 389)
Being a woman is a benefit at the moment. In the future I believe
there will be a legislative requirement for companies to look more
favourably towards employing women as part of their professional
quotas.
( T 23 418 - 421)

Through their talk, the female informants assembled a description of empowered,
although cautious survivors of institutional literacy practices, but point to a
contingency in the need to “be afraid of competitive men” (T 8 135-136). Although
describing possibilities for ‘empowerment’ through professional channels, the
informant accounts cited above present only a qualified or weak agreement with the
notion that the discourse of academic literacy is consequentially empowering for
women members.
In both accounts, the sense of increased social and self-opportunity is attributed not to
actions of the self, but to corresponding social, professional and systemic trends and
patterns, identified as ‘legislative’ and ‘attitudinal’ pressures. Such identification is
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evidence of informant awareness of the impact of access and equity programs
developed by organisations under the sponsorship of federally funded Education and
Equity programs (DEET 1990). Informants’ accounts acknowledged the deficit model
of disadvantage that characterises the ‘equity’ divide (Flude 1974), and that these
gaps have been instrumental in preventing prior access to higher education for
women. However, as political action this articulation is not socially reconstructive, as
both acknowledgments fail to contest the dominant, and situated hegemony of higher
education, and its institutional practices. Reading these accounts raises the spectre of
assimilation, where the individual can become so assimilated within a traditional
university or institutional culture or discourse community that as a subject they can no
longer feel representative of their original social groups (Yeatman 1990: 81).
This position is developed further in the following extract spoken by a female
informant.
Some women tackle their writing and assessment like men, they are
goal driven and demand the same opportunity to access and success.
But for other women, they do try on lots of hats to see which fits …
if you work towards something with an expectation that you will be
discriminated against, well then you will be discriminated against
because that is what you expect. You only get what you expect…
Women who come to university and say well, this is the only way I
will get a better job because I’m a woman, they will get the
discrimination they expect. They think they’re a woman, they’re
somehow less worthy so they get less.
(T 2 411 - 425)
The subject positions open to women within the institutional space of the local
discourse community are described in this account as mildly empowering, as well as
potentially self-limiting. Within this informant account, women have the option of
choosing a subject position within the discourse as either that of ‘survivor’ or
alternatively as a disempowered ‘victim’. What is compelling about the role of victim
in this particular account is that for women it is read as a self-victimisation, rather
than a systemic one. The informant paints the reader-writer relationship as a struggle;
the self is heavily implicated in this struggle through the choices made in mediating
the social and cultural recruitment processes of academic discourse, and academic
writing practice. The representational aspects of the ‘survivor’ entail not only
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heightened literacy capabilities (access and success), but also extend to include the
willingness of the writer to accommodate to reader expectations.
People who experience themselves as being outside the desired discourse are more
likely to have insights into the workings of the discourse and its connections to wider
social institutions and arrangements of power than people who are enmeshed in the
discourse (Gee 1990). This is a point taken up by Fairclough (1992:90):
…(This) contradictory interpellation is likely to be manifest
experientially in a sense of confusion or uncertainty, and a
problematisation of conventions. These are the conditions under
which awareness as well as transformative practice is most likely to
develop.
It is at this point that the opportunity to critique the naturalness of discourses and
discursive practices can occur. In trying ‘many hats’ on the path to mediating an
effective discoursal identity, the informant account cited above (T 2 411- 425)
suggests that student women writers can incur the wrath of the reader, and the
inevitable and consequential victimisation, through non-compliance with the
functional ‘goals’ of study. These goals are identified in the above extract as ‘writing
and assessment’ geared towards ‘getting a better job’. In making these discoursal
choices, the writer is engaged in a process of choosing and moving between textually
mediated ideologies, distinguishable as perspectives of professional and disciplinary
constructs, rather than gendered or political ones. That these ideologies are
oppositional to some women students is a feature of both the informant accounts
provided here, as well as literature in the field (Carfagna 1995; Ryan 1991; Belenky
et al 1986). Findings in this project tend to suggest that, where the consequences of
academic writing are recognised, these are held by female informants to be most
consequential at a professional and disciplinary level.
8.5.3

Talking about well and unwell identities

The talk of male informants resonates with a number of themes grounded in social
and structural changes related to changing work practices, new technology, and new
work and social values. The naming of literacy competencies by professional and
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vocational associations (Moodie 1997; Garcia 1995; Jackson 1995) the sign-posting
of a literacy crisis in higher education as a matter of public discourse (AOL 1996;
HEC 1992; Kemp 1996), and media stories relaying the ‘global’ emphasis on high
‘knowledge content products’ and ‘emerging graduate skills’ (Beazley 1999; Illing
1994) have contributed to intensifying a syndrome of distress, and at times
resentment, around males’ perceptions of changing social practices.
A central tenet of this thesis is that what people do as writers conveys a fundamental
message about their identity. Community understandings of what-counts-as-literacy,
detailed in Chapter Five and interpreted in Chapter Seven of this thesis, imply that the
effects of a writer’s alignments on their target community depend on patterns of
uptake by that community of readers. Writers, be they male or female, can choose to
accommodate to, or to resist the culture of reader expectations, thus marking them as
‘inside’ or ‘outside’ community discourse. This decision is based in part on the
deliberate construction of a discoursal writing identity. As the previous, and the
following, extracts illustrate, the existing relations of power, interests, values and
beliefs within academic and disciplinary discourse communities work to constrain the
range of subject positions which some informants feel mandated and willing to
assume. The following extracts examine the responses of male informants:
I’m not a great believer in all this political correctness, … and
you’re told when you come here you have to be politically correct in
all the assignments you write, and you have to take this or that
perspective of thinking. Reality isn’t like that, you come to
university and there’s this expectation that everybody is equal and
um, there isn’t going to be a problem as long as that idea is kept
throughout your degree and then when you go out in the real world
(3) … its not like that … um … its not that I’m a male chauvinist,
but the amount of political correctness that gets thrown in your face
and you must do it this way because we are trying to increase your
equality and blah blah blah and you think, this doesn’t apply outside
of university context, so why is it pushed in my face? I should be
able to voice an opinion … in society an institution won’t come
down on me, so why here?
(T 15 247 - 263)
(At uni) they have this sexist kind of program, you shouldn’t let
your colleague or teacher offend you in any way, and then you can
call the support group or something.
( T 13 442 - 438)
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University is almost hyper-sensitive to that sort of thing … and
deals well with equity in that there’s a lot of overseas students,
women, and people from non-english speaking backgrounds. But it
is also disappointing … if you went out into the real world the
university is an isolated luxury of a culture.
(T 19 309 - 317)

There was a high degree of consistency across the talk of male informants as they
discussed changing career and work expectations, indicating the presence of widely
held institutional views on this topic. This is evidenced by specific reference to the
‘real world’ as distinct to the ‘virtual’ or ‘unreal’ framework of the university.
Attributions of the real world paint it as ‘competitive’, ‘normal’ and ‘unproblematic’,
whereas attributions of the university paint it as ‘utopian’, aggressively ‘politically
correct’ and out of step with real-world ‘cultures’. Talk around this subject drew
largely on the notion that it is productive knowledge (information) and not traditional
notions of goods and capital that will form the basis of ‘opportunity’ in a competitive
career environment. Social and cultural recruitment to the practices of academic
literacy described in these informant accounts is geared heavily towards ‘equality’ of
the sexes, and of adequate ‘ethnic’ representation. Within informant accounts,
member equality is identified as a goal of the institution, and ‘equity’ practices are
enforced and policed by ‘support groups’ and ‘ideologues’ much to the distress of
some community members. To many of the male informants this represents a form of
‘positive discrimination’, a phenomenon seen by some informants as reflecting the
same public discourses of equity, change and restructure that are seen to drive broader
political agendas of social, organisational and community change.
Support for women … It exists today and it’s invisible … It’s a systems
workshop … it’s equal opportunity gone mad.
(T 7 420 -421)
Such a view marks evidence of a syndrome of distress around notions of literacy as an
institutional expression of social, political and gender-relations. The social
accomplishment of literacy is semiotically connected to institutional views of whatcounts-as-literacy, and opens space for the emergence of a new, albeit ‘unwell’
identity within the discourse community - that of the patholiterate.
The patholiterate identity is a construct of the “deep language, literacy and discourse
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issues involved in the production and representation of meaning” within this specific
discourse community (Street 1999: 4-5). In narrating an awareness of equity policy as
a steering mechanism of the Federal government in nurturing their version of equality
in higher education, a politics of distress and resentment, expressing equal
opportunity firstly as invisible and then subsequently as out of control, is detailed in
the extract above. This attribute of literacy as a community practice is rooted in social
relations beyond the higher education institution, and expresses relations not peculiar
to the academy alone. The patholiterate identity resents the ‘political correctness’, and
the ‘hypersensitivity’ of the ‘in your face equity’ that frames access to academic
literacy through institutional and study-skills programs. The extracts below indicate
that the local version of what-counts-as-literacy is worked up to draw attention to the
categories and concepts through which institutional courses of action are enacted.
If you actively promote something it becomes positive discrimination, and
people might perceive that as being wrong, in preference to just letting it
happen, as as a natural by-product of, of of any learning experience or the
grumbles that people have.
(T 453 - 457)
Female friendly courses, … I don’t know. How about EEO, if there is a course
on that. They have ethnic visibility, target female areas and stuff like that.
That’s where it belongs.
(T 25 378 - 380)

The source of member distress is therefore embedded in the complex of relations of
exchange around access to literacy as an institutional practice, and has found
application within informant accounts. Literacy, like all institutional practices, is
subsumed under the administrative rubric of service delivery within the higher
education institution, and is seen by informants as consequential to social opportunity
(Gale 1995).
I know there’s policies for equal opportunity for women … there’s
a womens’ room here on campus … $18,000 per 12 months. It’s a
crappy old room with a TV and a coffee facility and a lounge and
I’m thinking what a load of shit!
(T15 445-448)

In the academy the treatment of literacy as another component of service delivery is
perceived in this informant account as an ordering notion. In positing a service model
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designed to impart study skills and opportunities, the informant rejects academic
socialisation through curriculum and disciplinary programs as a means of rationing,
rather than dispensing opportunity. What the informant initially identifies as ‘equal
opportunity’ is later described as “a load of shit” when positioned in the broader
context of faculty relations. What emerges from this perceived rationing of
opportunity is evidence of a ‘silencing’ of portions of the student population, a fear of
missing out, of ‘falling from literacy’, and putting at risk literacy’s great promise for
academic and economic self-determination.
The syndrome of distress implied in the above account is an expression of the limits
of the meaning of the discourse of academic literacy. As social practice, academic
literacy has the capacity to compound the very ‘literacy crises’ it sets out to challenge,
by positioning its members as victims. Following Foucault’s (1980) reference, in the
academy as elsewhere, there exists an unequal selection, organising, redistribution
and access to academic discourse products. It is also possible, given informant
accounts, to reflect on how such academic discourse products are themselves the
manifestation of ordered, yet variably strongly demarcated and internally contested
discursive practices within the ‘local’ academic discourse. This is the topic developed
in the next section.

8.6 Reconciling Informant Accounts
8.6.1

Competing discourses on literacy

By the accounts of both male and female informants, academic literacy is described as
contributing to an ethical war of all against all, in which no one, particularly the
language- or gender-marked student, is safe. This ‘crisis’ mentality gives rise to
enterprising complicities between professional requirements, university policies,
academic communities, and student writers in the production and representation of
what-counts-as-literacy, and of what language, literacy and discourse issues are
central to its production. In response to these forces, what is presented as academic
literacy in terms of goals, practices, products, role relationships, and ultimately
disciplinary knowledge becomes the key factor in determining literate behaviour.
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Seen as such, literacy in the academy assumes a distinctive strategic and critical role,
where the opportunity to challenge as well as to subscribe becomes critical. Reading
and writing are indeed political and social rather than psychological and individual
practices.
Texts, and in particular student-generated texts, take on a representative quality in
that they both reveal contesting epistemological positions within the discipline and
serve as evidence of the writer’s personal recruitment to that defining position.
Accounts presented here show that student writers subscribe to a certain expectation
of what constitutes literacy in a tertiary institution, and, as shown in Chapter Five,
they may ‘re-invent’ the university in ways that are not dissimilar from the way they
expect it to be. Informants’ accounts of good academic literacy are tales of
transformation, marked by narrative themes of ‘redemption’ and ‘oppression’. The
student writer confesses their literacy problem/prowess, how this was witnessed and
in turn enacted through academic performance/assessment, and how the resulting
failure/success has culminated in realignment with the practices of the local discourse
or disciplinary community. The academic community, the survivors and the victims
of the discourse of academic literacy thus form an interdependent unit. The ‘well’ and
the ‘unwell’ (patholiterate identities) coexist as two of many alternate subject
positions. In the discourse of academic literacy, self-victimisation stands as a political
‘choice’ for members, and professional and disciplinary notions of what-counts-asacademic-literacy, affirm (and in turn challenge) the choices writers make as they
write back to their discourse community. These are the new domains of language and
literacy skills.
8.6.2

Language and literacy as skills

Students’ accounts of what-counts-as-academic-literacy present an increasing
awareness of the differing demands now being made on an individual’s literacy
abilities. Initial descriptions of literacy as the ability to read and to write, paint
literacy as a set of basic skills that were learned at a very early age and did not need to
be learned again. This view of literacy was closely allied with a common sense view
of language as transparent, as having no force of its own, as a simple and natural tool
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with which to describe the real world. Culturally learned forms of interaction within
the university context present an alternate reality. These forms of interaction influence
not only who has the ‘authority’ to speak, but also what position/s one can speak
from. All authoring relies to a large extent on the imitation of known language
systems, on juxtaposing, incorporating and parodying previous texts (Cole &
Engstrom 1993). Chapter Five presented a detailed consensus of what-counts-asgood-academic-writing within this particular discourse community. Without this
sense of familiarity, community texts would be unreadable, and unrecognisable.
Chapter Seven shows that in taking the view that all community texts are connected in
some way (intertextually) then the existence of levels and taxonomies of literacy
skills relate more to the differential status of the writer. In the same way that goodacademic-writing is socially constructed, so are the subject (spatial) positions,
institutional (temporal) spaces and the functional skills of academic literacy. The self
gains authority and status within the community by making reference to other existing
valued texts and practices. The patholiterate identity stands as an objection to the
contextualising of literacy skills as a moral and ethical community framework
(Jayyusi 1991).
8.6.3

Negotiating multiple subjectivities

In the gendered account presented above, the female informant works through
important questions to do with the subjectivities she brings to her reading and writing
practices and to the subject position/s she needs to adopt in describing how to write in
a way that is valued. In the discussion in 8.4.4, the informants’ accounts narrate a
sense of ‘resentment’ and ‘distress’ around the subject positions they adopt in order to
write in a way that is valued. The theoretical component of a university degree
confronts each writer with the nature of his or her own position as a student within the
university context.
8.6.4

Framing reading and writing practices

The subject position the student writer needs to adopt in order to write in a way that is
valued and to make sense of other ‘valued texts’ depends not only upon being able to
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unpack academic writing, but also on being able to entertain the same assumptions as
the writer of the text. Learning to read and write academic prose also means learning
conventions, such as whom to cite and when to do so, for these conventions are part
of the cultural repertoire of the academy (Brodkey 1991). Additionally, these
conventions include the use of argument as the preferred mode for discussion, the
importance of the objective and impersonal, and the necessity of being thorough, and
of reading a definitive or objective conclusion. The common denominator of each
convention seems to be to get it right, that is to establish cognitive authority. The one
best way to good-academic-writing is steeped in allusions (transcripts 14, 15, 19) to
‘middle/upper class society’, echoing professional ‘hierarchies’, and the ‘right people’
connected by a web of ‘professional networks’. Whilst this chain of connections does
show some awareness of power relations, there is no corresponding critique of this
construction of academic literacy as a ‘status symbol’.

8.7

Conclusion

This chapter has examined those discourses of the academy in which informants
locate themselves. It has been shown that talk about academic literacy, about being a
student, and about membership of the discourse communities that frame academic
culture stems from cultural understandings that grow out of personal, professional and
community constructions of these concepts. The talk of key informants generally
sustains the notion that the discourse of academic literacy acts as a mediating frame in
the social construction of identity. Informants see academic discourse as a site in
which identity is manifest, and in which the self is implicated through processes and
patterns of mediation.
This chapter details how informant categories, attributes, and connections, and their
shared knowledge about the constitutive aspects of academic writing open certain
avenues for understanding and practice around what-counts-as-literacy within this
local community of writers. The analytic procedures employed in this chapter have
demonstrated how knowledge of academic literacy has been socially constructed out
of prevailing professional and community discourses on literacy. Out of this fusion of
ideas a particular local version of academic literacy has received a preferred reading
and hearing. The consequences of the ‘regimes of truth’ thereby constructed on the
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subjects of these discourses (that is the students of the faculty) has also been
discussed. The conclusion to Chapter Seven suggests, “what-counts-as-literacy is
about what-counts-as-affirmation”. This chapter has introduced the literacy
experience of the ‘other’, identified as the patholiterate. The existence of the
patholiterate points to how it is that, through the activity of academic writing,
communities produce and reproduce ‘privileged knowledge’ that makes individual
conduct and social circumstances understandable, though not always commonly
appropriated.
The final chapter of this thesis will summarise the major findings of the study. In
addition it will discuss the implications of these findings for various groups of people
who are stakeholders in the field of academic literacy, and also for those involved in
the wider fields of literacy policy, research and educational practice.
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Chapter Nine:
Academic Literacy: Summary and Conclusions
9.0

INTRODUCTION

This project set out to determine how academic literacy is socially described, and to
examine the consequences of such determinations for the students of a business
faculty. It examined the situated nature of the academic community by bringing the
writer to the centre of the inquiry frame, highlighting the consequential nature of
academic literacy to its community of writers.
The project posits that literacy is an act of self-representation, and points to the
inadequacy of existing views on language and literacy as sets of discrete functional
skills in giving a full account of academic literacy as social practice. It charts the
‘spatial’ dimensions of the academic literate, and maps the moral, community and
social (temporal) consequences of the ‘academic literate’ as a resident of the faculty,
and a construction of particular discourse characteristics. By citing these issues as
relevant issues in the study of academic literacy, this thesis also raises questions about
the adequacy of the answers we currently have. This thesis has shown that existing
answers and approaches are at best only partial solutions, and at worst, damaging to
both individuals and the discourse community alike. Significant gaps, silences and
oversights in contemporary understandings of academic literacy make it particularly
important that individuals, academic, professional and disciplinary communities
review and reassess their understandings to better account for student writers and for
what-counts-as-academic-literacy within the discourse community.
This final chapter will summarise the major findings of the study and discuss the
implications for various groups of people who are stakeholders in the field of
academic literacy. The comments made here are also consequential for those involved
in the wider contexts of literacy policy, research and higher education.
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9.1

CHANGE, CONTINUITY AND CONTRADICTION IN HIGHER
EDUCATION.

Chapter Two and Chapter Three of this thesis examined literature on the chronology,
nature and significance of academic literacy. In framing this thesis, Chapter Two and
Chapter Three present popular perceptions of ‘academic literacy’ as a relatively new
area of enterprise and research within the wider field of literacy education. These
chapters also acknowledge that it is first necessary to understand that academic
literacy is an embedded social practice that is better understood in terms of the uses
people make of it as a component of tertiary study. Graff (2000; 1986) describes this
phenomenon as the interplay between the continuities and contradictions of literacy
as social practice.
The continuities of academic literacy are thus captured in its enduring social
practices, and the social purposes achieved through literacy practices in the business
faculty (Graff 1986). The academic literate occupies a desirable and statusful
position, and is made visible to the community by a range of identifiable and easily
recognisable sets of skills or attributes. The contradictions of literacy on the other
hand provide a useful means for critiquing the social and political properties of
literacy, calling into question its role as a panacea for the social, political, and
economic well-being of individual, as well as groups of student members (Graff 2000;
1986; Beazley 1997). In this business faculty, this means developing a critical
awareness of the interrelationships between academic literacy practices and the kinds
of social constraints that amplify the difficulties student writers have in acquiring
particular discourse types. The four principal questions driving this thesis can be
summarised using Graff’s (2000; 1986) theme of continuity and contradiction.
The continuities and the contradictions of academic literacy are at the heart of the
business faculty as an academic community, and are the frame for this thesis. The
research questions presented in Chapter One include:
1. How do student writers at a community level describe academic literacy
(spatially)?
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2. How do these descriptions recognise or fail to recognise the experiential,
ethnic and social diversity of student members (temporally) within a
specific discourse community?
3. How is academic literacy connected sociologically to aspects of the
academy, the origins and agency of its discourses, and to the contests
within and between competing discourse communities?
4. How do student perceptions of the nature of academic literacy and of the
demands of the post-academic world influence student practice of
academic writing?
The continuities and contradictions of academic literacy are presented in this thesis as
elements in the social construction of literacy practices, and of how academic literacy
is described by student writers at a community level. In response to question one,
there exists both continuity and contradictions in student descriptions of academic
literacy as community practice. A functional view of literacy operates in this
community: the contradiction here is that it is an inadequate metaphor for practice in
failing to fully account for the ‘social’ construction of literacy practice.
This thesis also provides an account of how community descriptions recognise, and
fail to recognise the experiential, ethnic and social diversity of student members
within this local discourse community. In response to question two, both continuity
and contradiction are formative themes in what was described in Chapter Eight as an
ethical war of ‘all against all’, a contest over the meaning of academic literacy, and
the consequences this contest holds for individual community members.
In terms of question three, the continuities of academic literacy are such that its
sociological connections to the academy, and to the origins and agency of disciplinary
discourses, form the functional framing of literacy activities within this community.
The contradictions of academic literacy in this context suggest that the subject
positions made available through institutional and disciplinary mechanisms are not
equally accessible, nor achievable by all community members.
In response to question four, student perceptions of the nature of academic literacy
represent an ongoing local and community practice, grounded in the reciprocal
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influence of ‘extralocal’ professional, industry and policy frameworks. These
frameworks locate the student-writer as a performer in the ‘functional’ practice of
academic writing (Goffman 1969). The contradiction here is that the obvious and
deliberate construction of literacy as a ‘social’ act conceal a student sub-text. Those
constructed by the academic community as learners assume the sole responsibility for
struggling to meet academic literacy standards, and for accepting the consequences
for the ‘self’ of succeeding or failing in this attempt.

9.2

MAJOR FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS

To summarise the findings of this study, it has been established that:
1. The specific conceptualisations of good academic writing cited in Chapter Five of
this thesis represent the orientations of the community under study to academic
writing practices. These orientations derive from perceptions of what the
‘educated person’ looks like on paper, and that each person is a product of actual
intertextual relations (Ivanic 1997; Candlin et al 1996; Fairclough 1992; Wertsch
1991). The educated person is described by informants in terms of sets of generic
writing competencies, embedded in a more generic ‘skills competency’
framework. This notion is both inappropriate and ineffective in giving a full
account of the relations of academic literacy presented in Chapter Seven and
Chapter Eight, as it only partially represents the writing and discursive practices
of student writers.
2. The relationship between academic literacy and successful disciplinary writing is
currently explained and understood by business students in terms of the
connections that can be made between disciplinary and professional discourses
and a dominant functional discourse on literacy skills. Chapter Seven of this thesis
illustrates how student writers vary in the sense to which they come to own, and at
times disown, aspects of the identities they present in their writing. In turn,
Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight provide evidence of how the writer’s identity is
constructed by the socially available positions to which she or he has access, and
the consequential distress or opportunity this is likely to create.
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3. The findings presented in Chapter Seven and interpreted in Chapter Eight indicate
that how the individual frames their understandings of academic literacy can have
a significant impact on how student writers establish identity by appropriating
discourse. These findings also indicate the ways in which identity is in turn
created for student writers. The construction of a writer’s identity is mediated by
social interaction, and the interplay between student accounts of good-academicwriting, and the Staff Feedback and Assessment Sheets (appendix 2) shows how
influential reader-writer relationships frame the choices students make in
producing academic text.
4. New understandings of academic literacy are essential for the achievement of
individual, professional and community goals. The academic discourse of the
community under study is not monolithic or static, yet members do not disrupt
many of its assumptions. The specific representational characteristics cited in
Chapter Five (Figures 5.1, 5.2 & 5.3 and Tables 5.2 & 5.4) pervade student
writing in this community and particular identities are both described, and reside,
in these discourse characteristics. Chapter Eight shows that these characteristics
are the means by which student writers claim, and in turn demonstrate and
context, community membership.

9.3

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS STUDY

9.3.1

The process and the social view of academic writing

In Chapter Three of this thesis it was argued that two approaches to academic writing
are at work within the community of writers under study. The first of these is the
process approach to writing, which in Goffman’s (1969) terms frames the writer as a
‘performer’, whose apprentice-task it is to produce the ideal piece of academic
writing. What the writer does and means in this scenario is the focus of interpretation
by the reader. The text, in a process view of writing, is taken to consist principally of
subject matter. The process view frames not only the meaning and practice of student
literacy, but also how literacy is presented to, and taken up by students as social
practice in the form of staff nominated essay and writing guidelines.
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A second view of academic writing is the ‘social view’ of writing, which describes
the writer as a ‘character’ (Goffman 1969) in both the discourse community, and in
the student text under production. Informant accounts in Chapter Seven and Chapter
Eight of the thesis narrate some of the consequences of being a character in the
ongoing production of academic literacy. Implicit in these accounts is
acknowledgment that student texts consist of more than subject matter. The text is a
portrayal of the self, a statement of reader-writer relationships, the writer’s
commitment to ideational and ideological content, and an assessment of the reader’s
expectation of them as ‘writer’. The ‘patholiterate’ is offered as an example of how
“deep language, literacy and discourse” are involved in the production and
representation of meaning and therefore identity in the faculty (Street 1999: 4).
In locating evidence of the ‘process’ and the ‘social’ views of writing as co-existing
community practices, this thesis identifies yet another of literacy’s contradictions
(Graff 1986). The ‘process view’ of literacy captures staff perspectives on whatcounts-as-academic-literacy. These are expressed as hegemonic institutional
arrangements that frame disciplinary academic writing within this community, and
which give rise to institutional identities. The ‘social view’ of literacy narrates student
experiences in mediating the discourses of disciplinary academic writing (Wertsch
1991), and represents a student perspective on what-counts-as-academic-literacy.
Analysis presented here suggests that student writers encounter academic discourses
and their associated subject positions through actual participation in the texts and life
of the academic community. The ‘social’ view of literacy narrate the processes by
which student writers own, disown, take-up or reject the subject positions made
available to them through institutional writing practices.
In Chapter Five of this thesis, evidence of an ideological view of academic writing
was presented through an analysis of what-counts-as-good-academic-writing within
this business faculty. The representations that emerged through mapping this
community ‘ideology of writing’ fit the traditional aspects of academic writing
‘normally’ ascribed to western cultures of higher learning (Ivanic 1997). One of the
driving principals of the ‘process approach’ to academic writing is that, through the
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act of composing, the writer would at some point come into their own sense of
‘voice’. This ‘voice’ is the means by which the reader will interpret and in turn mark
the development of the writer as a student and, in the case of the business faculty, as a
para-professional. What-counts-as-academic-writing in this community becomes a
process of the discoursal adoption of existing social relations and their means of
organising through the process and practice of writing (Smith 1988). Evidence
presented in Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight of this thesis shows the focus on
process to be a narrow and instrumental one.
Student accounts of academic literacy that emerge from the interview stage of this
project indicate that experience of ‘writer-as-performer’ is not generalisable to all
faculty students. Academic writing is not independent of context, and the contexts of
writing in this community are shown to be both immediate and contingent, both real
and imagined, and both empowering and distressing to student writers (Taylor 1994;
Fiske 1991). It has been shown further through informant accounts presented in
Chapter Seven that academic writing is not just the cognitive nor individual ‘process’
of creativity and discovery it is purported to be by teaching staff, but is an act that is
embedded in a local, specific and pre-existing social context. Rather than
encountering the student-writer as a performer in this study, the three detailed
informant accounts analysed in Chapter Seven of this thesis identify each informant
as a character in the developing project of academic literacy (Goffman 1969). In the
specific encounters presented in Chapter Seven, each informant response relays a selfstory of commitment to subject matter, to the reader-writer relationship, and to the
construction of written academic text as community collaboration.
9.3.2

Literacy as self-representation

Membership categorisation devices relayed through informant accounts in Chapter
Seven revealed a marked distinction between what was perceived to be ‘everyday
literacy’, and what was taken to be ‘academic literacy’. Analysis of what-counts-asacademic-literacy within this community gave rise to powerful categories of students,
with relevant category contrasts between those perceived to be with literacy and those
without. Literacy thus serves as an ordering notion within this community, both
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constructing and expressing the spatial and temporal dimensions of what it means to
‘own’ a literate and academic persona.
Encounters One, Two and Three presented in Chapter Seven were also offered as
specific accounts of how predicates attached to categories of literate and non- or aliterate individuals give rise to differential access to the subject positions inscribed in
academic discourses. Presented in these accounts is evidence that the writing practices
of the discourse community exist through common acts of identification, affiliation
and affirmation between its members. These same accounts work as member displays,
in which student writers show the means by which they claim community
membership through the discourse choices they make as they write. These choices
elaborate, foreground and establish the faculty community as a relevant construct in
research related to academic literacy. Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight also point to
the contests and tensions that surround the practice of academic literacy within this
community, providing elaborated examples of converging and diverging accounts of
what-counts-as-academic-literacy from a member perspective. The negotiation of the
discoursal self, the self that a student writer comes to present to his or her reader, is
therefore doubly constructed between the ‘academic’ and ‘everyday’ literacy
practices of the writer (Ivanic 1997).
9.3.3

The Spatial Dimensions of the Academic Literate.

The traditional aspects of academic literacy were first raised in Chapter Three of this
thesis. These spatial dimensions, initially presented as a literature summary, were
presented as a relational equation to describe characteristics of the academic persona;
Al = f (Au, Ob, Im, Po, Ln, Ex, Ne, Co, Ec)
where:
Al = Academic Literacy
f = ‘Being a function of’
Au = Writer-based Reverence for Established Authority
Ob = The Objectivity of the writer
Im = Adoption of Impersonal narrative
Po = A Tendency towards Positivist convention
Ln = The Linear Development of Argument
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Ex = An Expository purpose
Ne = Neutrality or low authorial commitment
Co = Writing that is Competitively and individually formed
Ec = Meaning that is Exclusive to a definable community of users.
Chapter Five suggests that student writers in the faculty assume these traditional
aspects of academic writing as a form of community practice. Using quick cluster
analysis, the orientations of all but three of the sample of 175 to commentaries on
good academic writing were shown to converge around three formative aspects;
argumentation, rhetorical structure and genre sensitivity. When students invent the
university, they generally do so in ways that represent how they expect it to be. These
three aspects, or factors of good academic writing, summarise the spatial dimensions
of the academic literate. The spatial dimensions of the academic literate are therefore
located in the institutional spaces that students ‘re-invent’ through the act of writing.
These are the spaces, or subject positions, that student writers both desire, and feel
comfortable to occupy.
9.3.4

The Temporal Dimensions of the Academic Literate

Through their talk in Chapter Seven and Chapter Eight of the thesis, informants were
shown to assemble a description of what-counts-as-academic-literacy by establishing
a list of attributes that work as a collective categorisation. Each of these items was
shown to be in relationship to the other, and drew attention to the way in which the
faculty locates identity in functional literacy events and the literacy conventions of
professional disciplines. Student writers who failed to have literacy attributes ascribed
to them were seen not to achieve their responsibilities as students, nor as paraprofessional members of the professional community. Literacy in this way is
constitutive of faculty/student relations in establishing differentially valued discursive
practices that are displayed by some thereby denying credibility and validity to the
experiences of others (Street 1999).
The strong emphasis given to academic writing skills within these discourses shows
both a strong emphasis on ‘skills’ as a description of literacy competence, and a
predilection to deploy binary oppositional structures to do the ordering work in the
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faculty. Within the disciplines, student writers are typically categorised as ‘skilled’ or
‘unskilled’, with all the rewards, status and membership on offer for those who fulfill
literacy’s social ‘pact’. Formulations of academic literacy that typically cast certain
individuals as ‘deficient’ work to further underline in many instances their already
marginalised status both as student writers, and as class-, gender- and culture-marked
members of the faculty. The literature, official documents such as the Aspects of
Literacy Report (ABS 1996) and in this instance the talk of the informants to the
project, regularly called upon particular cultural and material attributes such as
ethnicity,

attitude

and

disposition,

school

experience

and

socio-economic

circumstance, either singularly or in some interrelational pattern to explain how poor
academic performance is related to poor academic literacy. This amounts to a
taken-for-granted position that names a category called ‘poor literacy skills’ as a
stable package of attributes assigned to ‘some student writers’.
9.3.5

Local and extralocal consequences of academic literacy

Through informant accounts, the data reported here capture the rich tapestry of
reading and writing practices that constitute the faculty, though not all perspectives
are given equal legitimacy. This project demonstrates the many ways in which
literacy becomes institutionalised within the multiple discourses that comprise social
life. We are reminded also that student writers have lives beyond that of the faculty,
which involve all kinds of literacy (Ivanic 1997; Belenky et al 1986). These lives are
punctuated by influential social and professional networks, which are characterised by
informants according to literacy and language practices. The accounts of literacy that
emerge from these ‘autobiographical’ and professional frames of reference (Ivanic
1997) support the ‘tyranny of conceptual dichotomies’ that Graff (1987) has
described as detrimental to the field, and, of course, to the relationships so defined.
Working within a functional literacy discourse with its emphasis on individual
academic performance does not allow for the construction of a positive identity
without the accomplishment of external, visible, and in this case career performance
measures.
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This study has shown that the common practice of relying on a functional discourse to
explain academic literacy “disguises and effectively naturalises the ideological role of
literacy” in its host community (Street 1995:125). The notion of literacy as a set of
discrete, neutral, universal and transferable reading and writing skills allows for a
conceptualization of writer identity that carries with it particular moral implications
(Jayyusi 1991). Literacy becomes a representation of many of contemporary society's
compelling problems: the patholiterate identity is a local consequence of the multiple
discourses that constitute and transmit ‘the lifecycle’ of the business faculty (Geertz
1973: 1983). At the extralocal site, the ‘social pact’ of literacy is an expression of the
perceived ‘participant-based’ relations between literacy skills and social and career
opportunities (Beazley 1997; Freebody 1994; Freebody & Welch 1993; Street &
Street 1991). From this situated perspective, blame for poor literacy skills is located
in individuals and explanations are framed in terms of ethnicity, disposition and
socio-economic circumstance. At the institutional level, the multiple discourses
(functional, professional and disciplinary) that frame the ‘social life’ of the faculty
give rise to corresponding constructs of well (empowered) and unwell (distressed)
identities. Thus academic literacy is shown (sections 8.5 & 8.6) to take on a
signification that far outweighs aspects of being a student that are reasonably
explained in terms of its actual role in peoples’ lives.
Chapter One of this thesis raised important questions about how student writers
construct a ‘discoursal identity’, and how the academic discourse community is
reflected in these choices. In answering these questions, this thesis has shown that the
‘local’ version of academic writing practice is the result of community collaborations
about what constitutes good academic writing. In reporting on these questions, this
study has shown that:
•

The discourse community under study exists by common acts of
identification between individual members. These acts derive from perceptions
of what the ‘educated person’ looks like on paper, and that perceptions of the
‘educated person’ give rise to the construction of the academic literate who is the
product of intertextual relations between student writers, texts and academic staff
as readers.

•

Student-writers claim academic community membership by adopting the
‘spatial’ characteristics of the subject positions made available to them through
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interaction with the discourse community. This is mediated through the practice of
academic writing.
•

The psychological reality of the ‘real self’ is a prerequisite to an understanding
of social and community identity. The self student-writers create through the act
of writing is constructed by the socially available positions to which they have
access. These positions, in recognising the ‘writer as a performer’, fail to
adequately recognise the experiential, ethnic and social diversity of the student
population, what this thesis has called the ‘temporal’ dimensions of the academic
literate. The psychology of the ‘real self’ is the mediational means by which
student-writers come to own and disown aspects of the identities they present in
their writing. The mediation of a textual identity has been shown to equate
differentially to both social opportunity, and to social distress and resentment.

•

In community configurations of what-counts-as-academic-literacy certain
textual features are imbued with social meaning. The specific aspects of goodacademic-writing documented in Chapter Five of this thesis frame community
writing practice, and give rise to particular identities that reside in these discourse
characteristics. These same aspects of good-academic-writing are then taken as a
community consensus of the ‘skills’ and properties of academic literacy.

•

In this way, textual features and conventions are used to position their users
firstly within member descriptions of the skills of academic writing, and secondly
as members of the academic and professional discourse communities.

The findings of this study lead to an understanding of community (spatial) and
situated

(temporal)

descriptions

of

what-counts-as-academic-literacy.

These

understandings lead to a range of implications that provide direction for future
activity and further research in the field of academic literacy.

9.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY, POLICY AND PRACTICE
9.4.1

Implications for theorising academic literacy

Richer and more relevant formulations of academic literacy than those offered in a
functional skills discourse need to be applied to the context of academic reading and
writing to appreciate fully the role that literacy plays for students, and for academic
communities. Changes have occurred, or simply are recognised to have occurred in
terms of computerisation, digitisation, multiculturalism, organisational adjustment
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(the subsuming of CAE’s into universities) and funding responsibilities, whereby
universities are being required to become more self-sufficient, and therefore more
responsive to the needs of commercial clients. In relation to the nature of literacy,
these changing contexts have contributed to several outcomes:
• They have created awareness and a questioning of literacy practices and standards
within higher education. This questioning has been brought about through
academics adjusting to a changing university population, and through a growing
awareness of the complexity of literacy as these relate to individual disciplines
(Candlin et al 1996; Fairclough 1992b), and to the failure of traditional ‘process’
approaches as a ‘mediational means’ for negotiating academic discourse (Ivanic
1997; Wertsch 1991).
• This new awareness has led to a realisation of the specialised nature of literacy
studies. The theorisations of academic literacy documented in this study present a
disjuncture between what critical literacy theorists, student writers and academics
(by implication) in the traditional disciplines actually know about literacy and
practice as the teaching of literacy. A way of enabling these groups to speak and
hear one another presents a way forward in reformulating theoretical approaches
to academic literacy. This requires disciplinary specialists to integrate their use of
discourses – professional, functional and in the case of some interdisciplinary
fields discourses on poststructuralism, feminism and postcolonialism – with the
discourses on linguistics and pedagogy. This project points to a need for
translation and reformulation of theoretical approaches to academic literacy that
make explicit to student writers the reading and writing requirements of the
disciplines.
This reformulation of academic literacy needs to pursue a logic of disclosure, by
explicating

the

textual

(lexico-grammatical/semantic/discoursal)

analysis

of

disciplinary texts, and the phenomenological interaction between participants in the
co-construction of such texts (Ivanic 1997; Candlin et al 1996; Fairclough 1992).
Taken together, these provide some insight into the discoursal positions that are made
available to student writers, and to the intertextual and actual community interactions
that frame these choices. In many ways, the Essay Writing Assessment and Guideline
Sheet (Appendix 2) issued to student writers by faculty staff worked as such a device
within the community under study. The anthropological features of good academic
writing were shown to be widely and commonly held by student writers. The
limitations of this approach, however is that the attributes of good academic writing
are directly linked through informant accounts to standards of individual academic
performance. This is a restricted, and restrictive, framing of the field of academic
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literacy.
Examples from informant responses indicate the existence of alternative networks
operating in the faculty, providing a detailed representation of how literacy is actually
achieved (and constrained) through the sharing of knowledge and skills rather than by
individual performance. These accounts allow for metaphors other than the ‘skills’
metaphor to develop. Notions of community apprenticeship and mentoring, for
example, can more effectively capture the collective nature of academic writing, and
also account for how people may move in and out of particular roles as members of
the academic discourse community. Therefore studies of academic literacy must also
be informed by richer, more fundamentally social conceptualizations of literacy,
reinforced by more relevant metaphors, so that they capture the broad range of
practices that construct and represent academic reading and writing (Street 1999;
Ivanic 1997; Belenky et al 1986). In addition to textual and phenomenological
orientations, this project also points to the need for an ethnographic focus, to
represent the lived relations of the discourse community, and to capture some of the
ways by which students display membership to the academic community. An
institutional focus, on the socio-historical conditions under which disciplinary
discourses emerge, will similarly provide increased explanatory power for theories on
academic literacy (Candlin et al 1996; Smith 1988).

9.4.2

Implications for literacy workers in higher education

This new awareness of the complexity of literacy has led to a realisation of the
specialised nature of literacy studies. The notion of the literacy worker is a new one to
higher education, one whose name points by way of relational pair, to the silent
existence of a ‘literacy boss’. That this boss still resides in the person of the
disciplinary expert is a point confirmed by informants in this study. Subject
disciplines are calling on the literacy expertise of adjunct academic support units to
help solve literacy and communication problems. To some degree, successful literacy
ventures have been established in some business, nursing and engineering
departments (Baldauf 1997; Baskin & Barker 1997). Consensus is that these ventures
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are too infrequent to bring about the retraining effect needed to promote a
reformulation of literacy as discipline-based theory and practice (Threadgold,
Absalom & Golebiowski 1997). The resourcing and profiling of literacy in higher
education still paints the teaching of literacy and language skills as subservient to, and
separate from the teaching of disciplinary content knowledge.
Better understandings of academic reading and writing as social activity and of
literacy as shared cultural practice provide directions for how academic literacy
programs should be conceptualized, developed and assessed. In promoting the
academic discourse community as a community of practice, data presented in this
thesis challenges the overriding focus on the literacy skill levels of individual
students. A deficit model, grounded in a functional view of literacy, still drives
tertiary literacy programs in Australia (Baskin & Barker 1997; Threadgold et al
1997). These programs have continued to develop in response to institutional literacy
audits and needs analyses that result in the production of a taxonomy of literacy skills
and subskills, rather than on any attempt to understand the communicative practices
of students. The dominant ideology that frames these practices, namely the
intersection of functional literacy discourse with discourses on schooling, means that
literacy workers are limited in what and how they can teach, and learners are similarly
limited in the opportunities that are provided for their learning. What is required is a
reshaping and reframing of discourses around academic literacy. This includes, for
example:
•

Treating disciplinary literacy contexts as a site of inquiry, in terms of its
construction and organisation of knowledge, its social relations, and its values
and forms of assessment. The ‘skills notion’ of literacy is argued to be
functionally contextualised, but, as in the case of the Faculty Essay and
Assessment Writing Guidelines (appendix 2), it can devolve into a list of
prescribed skills generally deemed by academic staff as essential for assessment
purposes. For this reason, any program of study related to the teaching of
academic literacy should address the development of writer identity (Ivanic
1997). This involves explicating the multiple writer identities that reside in
disciplinary discourses, and acknowledging therefore that what writers do
conveys a message about identity.

•

As presented in Chapter Three of this thesis, the teaching of academic literacy
skills seems to be moving away from analytical emphasis, as computers become
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more competent in such functions as spell-check, gram-check, and even
punctuation checks (Ferguson 1997). Students in this study reported an increased
need to access the inner workings of academic language, as a means of increasing
confidence as they move from and between disciplinary contexts.
•

In keeping with the findings of this study, pedagogy for writing must emerge that
allows for and sustains the multiple voices and experiences of students as they
examine the community and institutional contexts that frame their identities.
Academic texts, practices and benchmarks have been shown to be constrained as
much by forces outside the academy, as they are by the varying epistemological
positions, desired practices and preferred disciplinary goals within the academy.
In treating academic reading and writing as a social activity, literacy programs
must adopt teaching and learning practices that both build on the individual and
collective attributes of disciplinary writing (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1986). These
programs must employ strategies and procedures that recognise disciplines as
cultural and tribal terrain, marked by differences of gender, ethnicity, disposition
and socio-economic circumstance (McClosky 1994).

9.4.3

Methodological implications

The methodological orientations of this project establish a new way of looking at
research into academic literacy. It has addressed what Fairclough (1992) describes as
a need for descriptive, interpretive and exploratory analysis of literacy practices in
order to reveal the ‘inner workings’ of disciplinary language. Such a methodological
model embraces four key features at its centre:
(a) Text Analyses: A quantitative analysis of student produced texts about discursive
writing practices; i.e. what does good academic writing mean to you?
(b) Phenomenological Analyses: An examination of interview data as socially
situated practice drawing on MCD analysis (Jayyusi 1991; Heritage 1984; Sacks
1972; Garfinkel 1967) to chart community constructions of what-counts-asacademic-literacy. Drawing on the use and effectiveness of membership
categorisation devices, the project was able to expose how members of this
community produce and maintain a sense of moral and social order, in this case
about academic reading and writing practice, and the role of student writers within
it.
(c) Ethnographic Analyses: An interpretive account of interview data to focus on the
lived experiences of participants. The ethnographic component of this study has
presented an elaborated view of the way in which social interaction mediates
social construction in the business faculty setting (Ivanic 1997). It shows through
a detailed analysis how literacy is embedded in the life of this community, and
how this community goes about doing tasks involving literacy.
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(d) Institutional Analyses: Adopting a Foucauldian stance that discourses become
institutionalised and understood as natural or commonsense ways of knowing and
talking about the world, the project set out to show not only how discourses on
academic literacy come to reflect social reality but also how these discourses
produce social realities.
By integrating each of the analyses described above, the project arrived at an
understanding of students’ ‘ways of knowing’ and the systems at work in the
construction of knowledge about academic literacy. The research paradigms
employed in this project extend our understanding of why students think about,
construct and enact literacy the way they do. This knowledge is relevant to curriculum
developers, academics and literacy workers as they set about evaluating,
implementing, or contesting existing educational practices. Given the diversity of
students entering higher education, the blending of interpretive procedures from the
different paradigms presented can provide new opportunities for researchers and
educators interested in developing more critical classroom practices that cater for the
literacy learning needs of all students. By developing a better understanding of what
constitutes knowledge, the procedures employed in this study can assist in
understanding how professional standards and prerequisites, curriculum documents,
academic texts and academics themselves produce, sustain and legitimate certain
meanings and experiences as pedagogy.
9.4.4

The need for a higher education policy on literacy?

This project has demonstrated how the subjects of academic literacy are poorly
represented in the various discourses operating about and on them. The idea of a
national university language policy is a relatively recent one (Baldauf 1997). If such
policies are to be effective, then those responsible must make visible and scrutinise
the ways in which certain forms of social knowledge are arrived at (Freebody &
Welch 1993). To date literacy and language policies in higher education focus on
adjunct learning support structures, based on meeting the needs of equity groups, and
supporting institutional approaches to information literacy, computer literacy, the use
of non-discriminatory language, English proficiency levels, and communicative
competencies (Baldauf 1997). However, what has been done to date, “does not
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amount to a coherent broadly based language and literacy and communication policy”
(Baldauf 1997:14). Rather, policy level responses work “to recast the field” of
academic literacy, such that the phenomena themselves “are constructed in
ideologically and administratively convenient ways” (Freebody & Welch 1993:221).
The challenge of a literacy policy is not merely a matter of dealing with literacy or
cross-cultural issues as a matter for service delivery. One of the many dilemmas
identified in this project that face policy makers in this area is the lack of agreement
among stakeholders on how literacy could, or should, be defined. The responsibility
therefore rests with those who urge the making of policy to work towards better ways
of constituting policy so that it captures the voice and involvement of all those it
purports to represent. This project has illustrated how community knowledge about
academic literacy can be built on incomplete and at times contradictory accounts of
the phenomenon in question, a demonstration that carries a warning to policy makers.

9.5

LIMITATIONS
RESEARCH

AND

SUGGESTIONS

FOR

FURTHER

This project chose to focus on students’ accounts of their own writing practices. In
this light the project needs to acknowledge the rhetorical and situated nature of
research of this kind. The constructed and narrative character of the ethnographic
accounts cited in this study is descriptively inexhaustible, in that there are multiple
descriptions within any community about what counts as practice (Hammersley
1992). The account rendered here is claimed as a creation, albeit a ‘realistic fiction’
that stands as one of many possible authentic readings of student writing in higher
education (Doheny-Farina 1993). The rigor of the methodology underpinning this
‘creation’ is a warrant for its authenticity.
Further, the project must also acknowledge its post-structural leanings. The
descriptions of academic literacy cited in this project, and the spatial and temporal
dimensions of academic literacy that reside in student descriptions are consequential
to members of this local and specific community alone. The project does not claim a
neat closure around aspects of what-counts-for-academic-literacy for all studentwriter communities. This project is limited to the study of one particular community
at one point in time. It does however provide some rough maps for other projects that
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could benefit educational research from the vantage points made available through the
methodology.
The project, as stated, is an integrated study of student writing practices. In
documenting the ‘student sub-text’ of academic literacy, this project leaves the way
open for a replica study featuring staff constructions of good academic writing.
Whereas the current project analysed student generated descriptions of good academic
writing, staff perceptions would lend themselves to the formulation of more concrete
analysis of the rhetorical appropriateness of disciplinary text. Using a staff cohort as a
further study would also provide the added benefit of enabling cross-disciplinary
studies of the rhetorical structure of ‘good academic writing’. The formulation of
appropriate rhetorical structures for a range of academic disciplines could be used as
the basis for a deeper understanding of how student writers discover, select, own and
disown the structural features of disciplinary academic writing.
This project has addressed the way in which social interaction mediates social
construction in determining what-counts-as-good-academic-writing at a general
textual level. Future studies need to refer to linguistic evidence to promote a better
understanding of the ways in which specific linguistic features become imbued with
social meanings, and work to position their users as members of the discourse
community. This could be instigated, as both Ivanic (1997) and Candlin et al (1996)
suggest, through the process of discourse-based interviews. This could also enable the
researcher to examine how it is that the same person constitutes their identity across
and within different disciplinary settings. At this stage, and within the current project,
academic literacy is the ‘unknown’ focus of study in the field, and the identity of the
student-writer is positioned as a something that is “fixed” and therefore “known in
great detail” (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1986:149). In manipulating variables, if the
rhetorical structures of disciplinary literacy were to be held as ‘fixed’ and ‘known’,
and the identity of the student writer relative, then much more could be learned about
the impact of academic discourses on identity in the process of mediating academic
writing.
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Using the same integrated methodology to highlight how people are ‘invented’ as
subjects of literacy, studies similar to the current project would benefit from an
extended focus that explored how such identities complemented, or competed with
other identities people take on in contexts away from the university. Such an
investigation could take the form of a longitudinal study to explore the ongoing
construction of literacy and identity throughout the undergraduate and post-graduate
careers of particular student writers.
In returning to the utility of the methodologies and research approaches used in this
project, the perspectives presented here provide a more focused identification of what
is held to be ‘good academic writing’ as a textual and discoursal description of
student reading and writing practices. The validity of this construct, of what-countsas-good-academic-literacy is not addressed directly by students themselves. It lives as
a shared reality, a realistic community fiction which like so many in the assessment of
literate behaviour, remains a matter of culturally relative, ideologically grounded and
discipline specific judgments. For this reason alone, the structural and institutional
perspective offered by informants to this study is a necessary frame for describing,
explaining and interpreting what ‘good-academic-literacy’ actually signifies.

9.6

LOOKING FORWARD

In closing, and in looking forward, this project returns again to the interplay between
the continuities and contradictions of literacy as social practice (Graff 2000: 1986).
The continuity of literacy as the prime foundation for acquiring and using knowledge
in higher education is widely recognised. Academic literacy is the means by which
learners not only apprehend and construct meaning, but it is also the means by which
they circulate and retrieve meanings. As this process involves several cognitive and
communicative tasks, the term ‘academic literacy’ does not have a simple, fixed or
tangible referent. The continuities of academic literacy identified by participants in
this study define it as a cluster of capabilities and activities in the general area of
reading and writing. The contradictions of academic literacy are also drawn by
participants in this study, and determine that these ‘clusters of capabilities’ need to be
differently defined according to changing contexts, cultures and circumstances.
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This study confirms that literacy operates, and remains as central sign system of the
academic culture and institution. Members of the business faculty act within a
textually mediated world. This project has examined the ‘mental work’ that literacy
can do within this setting, and how a person with literacy can do a great deal within
an extended community of practice. This project has also raised the caveat that this
community is in transition; its literacy practices and contexts are changing in line with
technological and professional practices. What counts as ‘belonging’ to the field of
literacy studies, therefore must also be evolving. Hence, literacy studies are also
studies about notions of self and identity; social and technological change; the shift
from modern to post-modern, and the relationships between local practices and
national and global activity. As a study of academic literacy practices, this project not
only draws upon these sets of frameworks, but also works through informant accounts
to create them. It is from this position that this study is able to look forward.
A recent discussion of higher education and emerging policy issues released on the
Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) website suggests the
lifetime probability of gaining access to either higher education or vocational training
is a 90% probability (Moodie 2000). The Australian Bureau of Statistics Survey of
Education and Training (1997, cited in Moodie 2000) shows that 78% of employees
undertook some education and training in the previous twelve months, but there were
considerable differences by occupational level. Approximately 80–95% of
professionals and managers, but only 60–70% of laborers and lower skilled workers
were engaged in training or education (Moodie 2000). Most education was on-the-job
rather than formal, with only 38% of respondents entering formal education or
training (Moodie 2000). Of this total, 74% were from the professions, and 26%
represented laborers and lower skilled workers (Moodie 2000). The professional
classes constituted 34% of those engaged in training and education external to the
workplace, whilst laborers and low-skilled workers comprised just 6% (Moodie
2000). These figures capture the extent of the educational divide mirroring the work,
income and wealth divide within Australian society.
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Adults who already possess professional educational qualifications are more likely to
participate in programs for education and training than those with lower educational
attainment. These trends for participation are also likely to exacerbate existing labourmarket inequalities, and their accompanying processes of social exclusion. This trend,
labeled “Those who have get even more” by Gavin Moodie, continues despite the
findings of the Aspects of Literacy Survey (ABS 1996) which indicates that those with
the highest literacy needs, are not likely to be those with the higher levels of
educational attainment. Of relevance to this project, is the role and social purpose of
literacy in this context – those who have get even more! Issues that arise from this
thesis touch upon the limits of what can legitimately be called ‘literacy’ in the context
of higher education. The syndrome of ‘distress’, echoed by the ‘patholiterate’ in this
study, is evidence of literacy’s grounding in social and structural changes relating to
changing work practices, new technologies, and new work and social values. The
social accomplishment of literacy in the business faculty is semiotically connected to
social relations beyond the higher education institution. A simple caveat prevails. To
separate students by virtue of difference, and to deny some the promise of connection
through literacy practices, leaves the discourse of academic literacy open to claims of
political, cultural and social irrelevance.
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INTERVIEW SCHEDULE – NOTES AND PROMPTS
Notes to Interviewer
Try to stratify the sample:
¾
¾
¾
¾

Equal numbers from each discipline group - soft and hard disciplines
Gender
Postgraduate & undergraduate
New and returning students

Organising Principles
¾ Audio tape the Interview lx 45min tape
¾ Keep to five broad issues. The first four take up to seven minutes each, the final issue
gets twelve minutes > 40 minute interview.
¾ Each issue will start with a broad picture emerging from an analysis of the
questionnaire followed by a general question. List specific issues to be covered in
their response and use these as prompts if the issue is not covered spontaneously.
¾ Anticipate responses and specify what follow-up questions are needed.
Introductory Spiel
Approximate time = 3 minutes
I have five groups of questions to ask. Each deals with a particular issue, or group of
related issues, derived from our questionnaire results. For each issue I will start with the
general picture emerging from the questionnaire data, and then ask a broad question. As
you answer, I'll probably chip in and try to keep us focused, as 45 minutes can go very
quickly. I'll just check to see that the tape is working .....
Okay .... Are you ready to start.
1. Realities of Course/ Subject Selection 3MINS TO 10MINS

I say this: The questionnaire results suggest two scenarios in terms of student course
selection - students either choose in terms of their future career prospects or to meet a
personal goal. When they choose their courses, most students review all courses on
offer and then select the most appropriate to them. Many follow professional
association guidelines. Very few students enlist the advice of staff - either academic
or admin. in selecting courses. The key determinant in course selection for students is
a perceived vocational pattern - if a career demands it, students will choose it.
Tell me about your subject choices; how you made them, what guided your
decision-making process and any constraints you may have experienced in making your
subject choice?
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PROMPTS I CAN USE
1.
2.
3.
4.

Do you choose and select your own course of study?
Yes/Usually .... How do you decide on it?
No/Rarely .... Who does, how do they do it?
What guides you .... What are the key factors that influence your choice?

5. Tell me about any constraints visible ones i.e. Quotas/prerequisites/technology
6. Is subject choice given the priority it deserves?
Key Purposes of the Question

The key purpose of this question is to explore the possibility that the importance
given subject choice by students is relatively small, and may reflect external criteria
(labor market/ gender roles) rather than the students own perception of what they may
need or want to do in training as a professional. The second aspect of the question is
that it enables the student to consider why and how they make subject choices.
2. Being a Student in Your Course of Study. I O MINS TO 1 7MINS
I Say This: The questionnaire results indicate that a vast majority of students have
changed their expectations of study as a direct result of their experience as students.
Despite these changing expectations, many students remain with their initial course of
study.
What is your current course of study (areas of major studies) ? Can you comment on how
and why you chose this/these?
Prompts for Me to Use.

Encourage participant to cover these core areas. If this has been achieved, make sure
you asked the reversed sex question as four (4) below.
1. What are your expectations of your degree program?
2. What do you find are the most difficult aspects of being a student in your course?
THEN
3. What do you find are the most enjoyable aspects of being a student in your
course?
4. What research /investigation did you undertake in choosing a course?

5.

SEX SPECIFIC QUESTION - What advice would you give to a male/female
student who asked your advice whether he/she should enroll in this subject?

6.

Then ask for the opposite sex.

Key Purpose of the Question.

The purpose of this question is to ascertain what factors govern student course and
subject choices, and which of these ultimately may influence or frame student
expectations. This will provide an annotated list of factors affecting both male and
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female participants in course entry and experience.
3. Managing as Students 17MINS - 24MINS
I Say This: The questionnaire results suggest that the majority of students are
satisfied with the quality of their experience as students, despite the fact that they
remain very aware of the variation in and between specific courses of study. Nearly
two thirds of students surveyed have attended all or nearly all of their allotted
tutorials and lectures. Attending behaviours (lectures & Tutorials) accounted for
almost 60% of course contact time, discussion 4%, articulation for assessment 26%,
and practical activities 10%. Factors that supported good learning included: the
relevance of the course to student frameworks, enjoyment, interest and teaching staff.
Can you identify a good learning experience? What factors made this subject a good
learning experience?
Note: If no good experience can be identified, shift the focus of the question to the
negative - identify a poor learning experience.
Prompts I Can Use.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What does learning mean to you?
Is a good learning experience interactive?
Do you feel affected/changed by a good learning experience?
Do you perceive a status gap between you and your teacher?
Did assessment in this subject help you to mark your progress through
learning?
6. Did this subject help you to build conversations between your experiences and
idea and those set down in the course?
7. Would you describe this learning environment as supportive?
Key Purposes of Question
The dynamics of adult development and the strategies of learning centred pedagogy
correspond in consequential ways. It is important to note that we are dealing at the
conceptual level of learning strategy - with approaches to engaging learners with
the material and with each other rather than with techniques or how-to’s. Learning
is often an exploration of a limited set of ideas, analysed for their elements then
explored, altered and elaborated through assessment. This question seeks to
examine how students organise learning experiences - how sense, being and
becoming are rooted in composing meaning.
4. Subject & Course preferences by gender 24MINS-31MINS
I say this: The questionnaire results indicate that there exists a perception that male and
female students prefer different subject and course content. Student preference may
depend on:
¾ The nature of the subject
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¾ Characteristic practices in the subject
¾ The orientation of the subject

Regardless of these variables, questionnaire results suggest that men prefer more
traditional commerce courses of study, whilst women tend to select into newer policy
and managerial areas of the curriculum.
SEX SPECIFIC QUESTION: In meeting your study and career goal, is being a
man/woman a benefit or a constraint?
Prompts for me to use
¾ Is the course or career selection process one in which you make a series of
impressionistic judgements that evolve as your study proceeds?
REVERSE SEX QUESTION: Which courses if any would you describe as more
male/female friendly? Why?
¾ In your mind, does the university actively challenge the gender segregation of work,
access and knowledge?
¾ Have your own goals and expectations been affected by your experiences as a student?
Key Purposes of the Question

Do career and course choices develop/evolve in response to group and/or individual
standards and perceptions? Is the role of the university to challenge society or to
reproduce social phenomenon and patterns of distribution? This question seeks to
tease out the extent to which each participant uses a norm-based or criterion-based
reference point for his or her judgements on course and career. If the hegemonic
practices of the university standardise student behaviours, then we can expect
norm-based referents to play a large role in student decision-making frameworks, and
to be reflective of society as a whole. If individual criteria guide and inform student
choices we would expect no significant/discernible differences in male/female
response patterns.
I SAY THIS: The following range of prompts is offered by way of closing and
summarising this stage of the interview. We still have one question left to consider
after this activity, so please relax and enjoy what's left of the interview, but be
mindful of more to come. I am going to show you a range of prompts, and I want you
to select the prompt that best summarises how you feel about the issues we have
discussed. If this prompt needs to be changed to better capture your feeling, then
please suggest a rewrite to better reflect your position.
I am mainly interested in the tenor of student responses. Each response reflects an
attitudinal artifact - the first I would confer as the more masculine view of study, and
would expect some correlation with the BEM inventory responses. The second
prompt is a graduation of the first - I would expect a strong correlation with the
femininity constructs of the BEM Inventory. Prompt three again relates more to the
femininity construct scale, as does prompt four, which, reflects the strongest, and
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most extreme of the prompts. I would expect masculinity to be confined mostly to
prompt one, with some spillover into prompt Two. (Given the nature of the prompts, I
am mostly interested in the extreme responses in the scale - these are embedded in
prompts 1 and 4, and represent polarised attitudes to study experiences.
I SAY THIS: The following range of prompts is offered by way of closing and
summarising this stage of the interview. We still have one question left to consider
after this activity, so please relax and enjoy what's left of the interview but be
mindful of more to come. I am going to show you a range of prompts, and I want
you to select the prompt that best summarises how you feel about the issues we have
discussed. If this prompt needs to be changed to better capture your feeling, then
please suggest a rewrite to better reflect your position.

PROMPT A
Men and Women are not subject to a gender divide when it comes to study
opportunities. Both may tackle the same course, with the same attitude and
goals, and with the same opportunity for access, participation and success.

PROMPT B
As students, men and women start from the same position, but a difference in
experience emerges as the study process deepens. The course may be the same, the
attitudes and output similar, but opportunities for access, participation and success are
more closely rationed for women.

PROMPT C
Men and women start together as students, but not as equals. It's not a
deliberate ploy, but a structural one. For men, university experience tends to
support and endorse the study and career choices they make. For a woman
there remains a constant questioning - is this the right choice, at the right time,
at the right price?

PROMPT D
As students, men and women are confronted with related but very different
issues. Men become very goal-centred in building a study pattern, which
enables them to work towards a career goal. For women, study is like trying on
many hats, and working to overcome impediments to finally get one that fits. In
this light the university is a lot like other institutions.
5. LITERACY - MAPPING STUDENT EXPERIENCE 31MINS TO 43MINS
I Say This: At Griffith University our ethos is such that we live in a classless scholarly
society. We believe this society provides equal opportunities for all - both men and
women - and promises success to those who work hard to achieve it. We believe the key
to achievement is education, and we believe the heart of education (what we assess) is
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literacy. In a society bound by such a mythology, our views about literacy are our views
about political economy, and social opportunity. Literacy provides access to the
credentials students so desperately seek.
What has being literate meant to you as a student? Has it served as a barrier or an
invitation to successful study?
Prompts I Can Use
1. What does literacy mean to you?
2. How important has print literacy been to your study program?
3. In your opinion, do different disciplines have their own ways of speaking/
languages? Yes/No
If yes to above – How would you compare this way of speaking to your everyday
language complex?
If No to above - What similarities do the language of academic disciplines share?
¾
¾
¾
¾

Have you ever had difficulty breaking into the literacy habits of new disciplines?
Have you ever experienced your own literacy habits as counterproductive?
What impact does literacy have on access, opportunity and security for students?
Has a literacy problem ever prevented you from exploring study possibilities?

Key Purposes of the Question

This a check to ascertain what if any critical awareness students attribute to literacy as
the medium of the learning exchange. If students are inarticulate on the literacy issue,
this is suggestive of a technological view of literacy, where the object of the learning
exchange is information, and the process is one of information exchange. This
question encourages respondents to think through their constructs of learning, to
consider the role of literacy as an organising device, and to check the possibility that
it may impact on matters of identity, self and re-invention of the self. Literacy is
examined as a hegemonic and regulatory device.
CLOSING SPIEL: SAY MANY, MANY THANKS! PROMISE TO KEEP YOU
INFORMED AS TO THE PROJECT OUTCOMES.
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FACULTY OF COMMERCE AND ADMINISTRATION – GRIFFITH
UNIVERSITY
STUDENT FEEDBACK AND ASSESSMENT SHEET: ESSAY
NAME: ________________________ STUDENT No. ________________________
1.

Clarity of Introduction

Questions not
clearly
identified
Opinions
presented but
not organised
and justified.

Some logical
order of
information.
Response
addresses
question/statem
ent

Response
clearly stated.
Foreshadows
argument to
justify
response.

Response well
stated and
refined.
Effort to explain
and place in a
broader context.

Response
presented
very clearly.
Support
evidence
previewed.

COMMENTS:________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
2.

Selection of Appropriate Content

Content not
relevant to
question

Content relates to
question. Draws
in readings.
Defines
relevant
concepts.

Content supports
response. Content
addresses key concepts
and terms. Good use of
a range of resources

Content deals with
broader issues.
Content shows a
good understanding
of key concepts and
terms.

COMMENTS:________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
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3.

Quality of Argument

Argument fails
to report on
information of
value from
resources.

Some logical
order to
argument.
Integrates
research
material in
context of
question.
Conclusion
evident.

Argument
provided
and reference to
research material
demonstrated.
Response,
compares,
contrasts
and evaluates
concepts.
Argument
supports
conclusion.

Argument
presented
in integrated
manner. Includes
examples.
Response
compares,
contrasts
and evaluates
concepts in a
broader context.

Argument
reflects a
high level of
analysis and
evaluation.
Integrates
research
materials and
examples
effectively.

COMMENTS:________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
4.

Personal Literate Performance

Writing standard very
poor in areas of
paragraphing,
sentence
structure, punctuation
and spelling.
Response not
well structured.

Expression and
meaning clear.
Paragraphs logically
ordered. More
attention should be
given to proofreading
and ___

Paragraphs linked
together. Good
standard overall, or
high standards in
general with some
lapses in ____

Paragraphs lined to
response. Very
high standards in
all areas.

COMMENTS:________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________
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5.

Standard of Referencing and Presentation

Presentation very sloppy,
little evidence of
proofreading or
redrafting. Referencing
method inconsistent.

Presentation satisfactory.
System of referencing
adequate with some
errors.

Overall standards of
presentation and referencing
very high.

COMMENTS:________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
__________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
__________________________
6.

Overall Performance - Summary

Unsatisfactory

Fair

Good

Very Good

Excellent

COMMENTS:________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________

Tutor's Signature________________________________________ MARK
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