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Abstract 
     This thesis explores the challenges associated with the design and implementation of technology-

enhanced academic language support (TALS) in higher education, focusing specifically on the Online 

Academic Writing Workshop (OAWW) at Griffith University. Utilising design-based research (DBR) 

methodology, the study follows an iterative approach to explore and refine the OAWW’s design and 

deployment and draws on theory-derived practices grounded in multimedia learning theory, self-

determination theory, and models of technology acceptance. 

    Organised as a dual-layered research endeavour, the first tier assesses the extent and nature of 

student engagement with the OAWW, delving into patterns of interaction to understand the quantity 

and quality of student engagement with the workshop. The second layer deconstructs the OAWW’s 

development process, leading to the formulation of a set of heuristics that lay the groundwork for an 

actionable TALS program design and development framework. 

     The findings regarding student engagement with the OAWW presented a mixed picture. While 

some students actively utilised the resources, others failed to perceive their relevance, leading to 

variations in their level of engagement. Focus groups unearthed a significant tension between 

students’ perceived needs and their willingness to engage with extracurricular support. These insights, 

though not aligning entirely with initial expectations, were instrumental in shaping the principles 

underlying the TALS design process and in understanding student perspectives. 

     Central to this thesis is the development of a comprehensive framework for the design and 

development of TALS programs. Founded on the design principles gleaned from the OAWW 

development experience, this framework marks a significant advancement in the field of TALS 

program development, emphasising the importance of a robust theoretical foundation, active student 

engagement, an iterative design process, and ongoing quality assurance. Unlike prescriptive 

guidelines, this framework is conceived as a tool to empower educators and designers in making 

thoughtful, reflective decisions throughout the TALS design journey. Its notable adaptability and 

contextual versatility render it a valuable and relevant resource across diverse educational contexts. 

     The thesis offers a substantial contribution to the field of academic language and learning, 

providing a nuanced framework and a well-defined set of guiding principles. These outcomes serve as 

a valuable template for future TALS initiatives, effectively bridging the gap between theory and 

practice. Importantly, the framework has broader implications for enhancing the quality of learning 

and teaching experiences in digital environments. It provides educators with a structured approach for 

crafting more targeted, effective, and engaging educational experiences, especially pertinent in an 

increasingly digitalised educational landscape.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Research Problem 
 

1.1 Introduction 

     Digital technologies have become an integral part of education, transforming the way we 

teach and learn. One area where technology has shown immense potential is in technology-

enhanced academic language support (TALS) programs. These programs utilise digitally 

based, non-compulsory learning resources to support the development of academic language 

and learning for tertiary students. Despite the widespread adoption of TALS in higher 

education, there is a notable absence of structured guidelines to inform its design and 

implementation. This deficiency poses challenges to developing effective TALS initiatives 

and may compromise their quality and relevance. By addressing this knowledge deficit and 

subsequently proposing an actionable framework for TALS development, this thesis seeks to 

enhance the academic experience and outcomes for university students, and in particular for 

students with English as an additional language (EAL), while simultaneously fostering 

innovation and advancing the field of TALS. 

     This chapter aims to establish the motivation for the research, define the research problem, 

and outline the research objectives. The chapter concludes by highlighting the significance of 

the study and its potential implications for the field of education.  

 

1.2 Defining technology-enhanced academic language support (TALS) 

     Academic language and learning (ALL) is a crucial component of tertiary education, 

focusing on the development of academic language, skills, and strategies essential for 

students to effectively understand, engage, and communicate within their tertiary studies 

(Arkoudis & Starfield, 2007; Ashton-Hay, 2021; Australian Universities Quality Agency 

(AUQA), 2009, 2012; Fenton-Smith & Humphreys, 2016; Goldsmith et al., 2022; Moore, 

2012; Wingate, 2016). It includes capabilities such as academic writing, conducting research, 

presenting, and referencing. Within this context, TALS—a term coined specifically for this 

thesis—has emerged as a key aspect of ALL, addressing the use of digital, non-compulsory 

learning resources to enhance students' academic skills and communication capabilities.      

     TALS represents a specialised practice in learning and teaching within ALL and is 

characterised by distinct objectives and design requirements (Dunworth, 2013; Leslie-

McCarthy & Tutty, 2011). The complexity of TALS stems from the need to develop digital 
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content that is not only flexible but also engaging for a highly diverse group of users, each 

accessing it for varied purposes (Mort & Drury, 2012; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). This 

necessitates a comprehensive perspective demanding a more sophisticated understanding of 

both educational and technological principles and theories (Goodfellow et al., 2012). 

Therefore, TALS requires both the application of sound instructional design principles and an 

awareness of the evolving educational technology landscape. As such, TALS represents a 

dynamic field within ALL that is constantly adapting to new educational challenges and 

technological advancements.  

     Seemingly niche in scope, TALS is in fact very widespread in practice. Ashton-Hay 

(2021) has catalogued some form of TALS at all but one Australian university, and an 

unpublished desk audit conducted by the EnglishHELP program at Griffith University 

additionally identified TALS programs at over 230 universities across Canada, New Zealand, 

the United Kingdom, and the United States (J. Smith, personal communication, Dec. 2015). 

Despite this prevalence in the higher education sector, TALS remains notably 

underrepresented in the literature, both in theoretical discussions and as a learning and 

teaching practice.  

     This paucity of research is concerning not only because such a common practice has been 

so neglected, but also because there is real need for good guidance. In one of the few sector-

wide surveys to examine TALS, Leslie-McCarthy and Tutty (2011) concluded that 

technology-enhanced resources in the academic language and learning space often fell short 

of the developers’ goals:  

• being often ad-hoc and haphazard in design,  

• producing unexpected results in terms of student engagement, and 

• suffering from a lack of input from experts in web-development and educational 

technology.  

They further noted that developers identified technical knowhow, digital design, and 

instructional design as some of the top challenges when creating TALS programs. In a more 

recent survey of the sector, Podorova et al. (2019) revealed that developers were being 

plagued by these same concerns nearly 10 years later.  

     The introduction of TALS as a named and defined field thus aims to provide a clear focus 

within the academic community, enabling better consolidation of research, sharing best 

practices, and fostering innovation in the field. There have been some limited attempts to 

formally designate TALS as practice, but no comprehensive label has yet gained a firm 
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foothold. Dunworth (2013), for example, opted for the lengthy “online and e-learning 

language development opportunities that are self-access programs or independent learning 

resources” (p. 62); Leslie-McCarthy and Tutty (2011) employed the much more succinct, 

“ALL [academic language and learning] websites” (p. 24); and Goodfellow et al. (2012) 

discussed the very specific “web-based writing support” (p. 1).  

     While ALL websites is overly broad (and semantically confusing), web-based writing 

programs is not inclusive enough. As a label, TALS, on the other hand, aims to strike a 

balance between specificity and inclusivity. The term technology-enhanced is parsimonious, 

inclusive of many different practices, and possesses a degree of cachet in the literature 

(Bayne, 2015; Chau & Lee, 2014; Duval et al., 2017; Kirkwood & Price, 2014; Walker & 

White, 2013). It is specific enough to delimit the teaching and learning space appropriately, 

but generic enough to account for potential technological advances in the coming years, such 

as artificial intelligence. Furthermore, the term technology-enhanced also distances TALS 

from the practice of computer-assisted language learning (CALL), a discipline in the field of 

teaching English as a second language (TESL) with which TALS would certainly share a 

number of design features but is ultimately underpinned by different conceptual models. The 

literature review in Chapter 4 will explore this further. 

     Equally, the term academic language support aims to encompass a range of tertiary 

practices while also delimiting the field’s scope. Despite critiques that support implies a 

deficit approach to learning and teaching (Wingate, 2006, 2016; Wingate & Tribble, 2012), 

there is generally a clear distinction in ALL both literature and practice between the terms 

learning and support, with the former pertaining more to embedded and compulsory courses 

and the latter to adjunctive or self-access resources (Dunworth, 2013; Goodfellow et al., 

2012; Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011). Additionally, support is a widely used and 

transparent label in the literature, denoting a specific higher education practice distinct from 

degree coursework (Clerehan et al., 2003; Edwards et al., 2021; J Smith, 2019; J. Smith, 

2019).  

          The widespread application and anticipated continual growth of TALS underscore an 

urgent need for enhanced guidance in both its development and implementation. The lack of 

consistent terminology or a clear definition for TALS however has led to the wide dispersal 

of TALS studies and generally poor demarcation of the discipline itself, posing significant 

obstacles to applied practice and theoretical research (Podorova et al., 2019). Establishing 

TALS as a distinct learning and teaching practice within ALL would provide a much-needed 
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focal point, enabling researchers, developers, and practitioners to consolidate their research, 

share best practice, and exchange experiences. This would not only help to consolidate the 

existing knowledge in the field but could also stimulate further research and innovation. This 

imperative will be further demonstrated by the case study of the Online Academic Writing 

Workshop at Griffith University, which will be presented in this thesis. 

    

1.3 Setting and Motivation for the Thesis 

     At Griffith University in Queensland, Australia, the English Higher Education Language 

Program (EnglishHELP) is an integral strand of the Griffith English Language Enhancement 

Strategy (GELES), a university-wide, whole-of-student lifecycle academic language and 

learning support provision. EnglishHELP specifically provides in-degree ALL support to 

international EAL students. At the onset of this study, EnglishHELP offered student 

consultations and a suite of targeted face-to-face workshops. However, it only provided a 

limited range of TALS resources consisting mostly of a curated library of hyperlinks to 

external websites. This approach effectively meant that the EnglishHELP program relied on 

external resources for significant aspects its learning and teaching program. 

     Further, results of internally collected data from student experience surveys suggested that 

international students at Griffith were frequently turning to the internet at large for additional 

language support, raising concerns regarding the appropriateness and quality of those 

resources (J. Smith, personal communication, March 2016). In response, a project was 

initiated to create an in-house suite of digital, self-access resources to support Griffith’s EAL 

students in their academic language development. This initiative culminated in the 

development of a TALS program called the HELP Yourself Resources (HYR), a 

comprehensive collection of animated videos and corresponding interactive, web-based 

activities. These resources focused on key areas of grammar and academic language in use, 

such as the employment of conjunctions, understanding verb tense, paraphrasing, and the 

structuring of paragraphs. 

     The HYR represented a significant improvement over the existing provisions in terms of 

design and capability, providing more opportunities for active learning and better 

contextualisation within an academic environment. Launched in 2016, the EnglishHELP 

HYR website saw an immediate 1400% increase in unique page views, and internet traffic 

has remained strong over the past 6 years. At the time of their launch, the resources were 

highly praised by staff, the broader Griffith community, and industry peers. Student feedback 
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was likewise positive with 173 (n=218) respondents to an internal satisfaction survey rating 

the materials as a 4 or higher on a 5-point Likert scale (J. Smith, personal communication, 

Oct. 2016). The HYR have been showcased at Griffith University, were awarded the English 

Australia 2016 Award for Innovation, and have been incorporated into programs at other 

universities across Australia. However, the developmental process proved to be considerably 

more challenging and laborious than initially anticipated, and despite the quantifiable success 

across various metrics, a sentiment has lingered that the potential quality of the HYR had not 

been entirely realised.  

    The transition to self-access, online resources, like the HYR, has brought with it a host of 

design and development challenges. These challenges reflect the multi-dimensional nature of 

digital learning and teaching, which encompass technological, pedagogical, and 

organisational facets. The 2013 Outcomes Report from the International Education 

Association of Australia acknowledged this digital disruption, stating: 

 
The advent of new forms of information and communication technologies which 

decouple learning from time and place constraints, impact the way academic 

programs and courses are delivered to an increasingly large, geographically dispersed 

and diverse student body, and pose particular challenges to Australia’s tertiary 

education institutions. (p. 8)  

 

     In the development of the HYR, one of the early challenges was the overwhelming 

amount of relevant theory. The domain of TALS represents a confluence of three distinct, yet 

interconnected fields: second language acquisition (SLA), academic language and learning 

practice (ALL), and e-learning, each with their own substantial histories and replete with a 

myriad of theories, approaches, and practices. The field of SLA, for instance, provides a 

range of hypotheses concerning the processes by which individuals acquire a second 

language, encompassing behavioural, cognitive, and socio-cultural perspectives. ALL, in 

turn, offers insights into the skills and strategies necessary for successful academic 

engagement, drawing on literacy studies, genre theories, and socio-cultural learning theories, 

while e-learning harnesses technological advancements to facilitate and enhance learning, 

relying on theories related to education, multimedia learning, and psychology. These varying 

perspectives frequently overlap, complement, and even contradict one another, adding layers 

of complexity to TALS design and development. The degree of diversification within the 

field of technology-enhanced learning is aptly illustrated by Hubbard’s (2008) retrospective 



6 

   

 

analysis of 25 years of the esteemed CALICO Journal, which revealed the presence of 113 

discrete learning theories across a corpus of just 166 published research papers. 

     Considering the complex interaction and overlap of these theories, the conspicuous lack of 

guiding frameworks was strikingly apparent and posed an additional challenge in developing 

the HYR (Conroy, 2010; Drury & Jones, 2010; Dunworth, 2013; Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 

2011; Mort & Drury, 2012; Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013; Strauss et al., 2009). Furthermore, as 

noted earlier, the number of empirical studies investigating TALS remains disproportionately 

low in relation to the prevalence and diversity of extant TALS programs in higher education. 

Although many programs highlighted in the literature are notable and inspiring, they are often 

too context-specific to provide a clear roadmap for replication. Consequently, an over-

dependence on personal experience, intuition, and a learn-as-you-go approach to the 

development of the HYR, as well as other TALS programs, has resulted in inconsistencies in 

the quality of the resources. 

 

1.4 Research Problem and Questions 

     The principal objective of this research is to address this knowledge deficit by proposing 

an actionable framework that guides and facilitates TALS design, development, and 

evaluation. In an effort to explore the complexities involved in the creation of TALS 

resources and inform the construction of the TALS development framework, this thesis will 

undertake an examination of the process of creating such resources. More specifically, the 

study will analyse the design trajectory of the Online Academic Writing Workshop 

(OAWW), an initiative developed under the aegis of the EnglishHELP program at Griffith 

University.  

     This approach effectively transforms the study into a two-tiered research endeavour. The 

first tier aims to assess the extent to which students engage with the OAWW. This aspect of 

the study is designed to explore patterns of interaction, including the frequency, duration, and 

quality of student engagement. The focus on student engagement allows for a practical 

understanding of the program’s impact from a user perspective.  

     This first stage will therefore be guided by the following research questions: 

 

R1. In what manner and to what extent did students engage with the Online Academic 

Writing Workshop (OAWW)? 
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R2. From the viewpoint of the students, how adequately did the Online Academic 

Writing Workshop (OAWW) meet their academic language learning needs? 

 

     The second tier centres on the identification of the design principles underlying the 

development of the OAWW. This involves a critical analysis of the OAWW’s foundational 

underpinnings including its pedagogical strategy, technical design choices, implementation, 

and evaluation process. The goal of this tier is to identify and articulate a set of heuristics, or 

design principles, for the creation of TALS resources. These principles will subsequently 

form the basis of a framework for the design and development of TALS materials.  

     This stage of the project will be guided by the following research questions: 

 

R3. What are the design principles for a technology-enhanced academic language 

support (TALS) program that caters to the academic language and learning (ALL) 

needs of tertiary students?  

R4. What is the structure of an actionable framework for TALS development that 

synthesises these design principles? 

 

     This dual-layered research approach enables an in-depth evaluation of the OAWW, 

considering both design aspects and student perspective. Such insight is instrumental in 

informing the development of the framework for future TALS initiatives. It bridges the gap 

between theory and practice, encapsulating both evidence-based design principles and user 

engagement. Furthermore, this approach helps to ensure that the framework remains 

adaptable to evolving educational landscapes as well as attuned to student needs, ultimately 

fostering the creation of more effective and engaging TALS programs. 

 

1.5 Significance of the Research 

     The introduction of these heuristic principles and a comprehensive development 

framework holds immense potential, not only for enhancing current TALS programs but also 

for reshaping the future of higher education for tertiary students. Primarily, these outcomes 

could serve as useful tools to support the design and implementation of more tailored and 

effective TALS programs. By providing clear guidelines and principles, this research will 

enable educators to design and implement TALS initiatives with greater confidence and 

precision.  
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     Further, this research might also foster a sense of shared understanding within the research 

community. By offering a set of principles and a development framework, it could stimulate 

further scholarly discussion around TALS, its efficacy, and opportunities for enhancement. 

This could, in turn, lead to the emergence of new ideas, practices, and strategies that further 

strengthen TALS programs. Finally, this research will contribute to the advancement of a 

learning and teaching practice that has become integral to modern higher education. By 

improving the quality and effectiveness of TALS programs, the academic experience and 

outcomes for EAL students can be enhanced. 

 

1.6 Outline 

     The structure of this thesis is organised into seven chapters. Chapter 1 introduced the 

subject of TALS, provides a rationale for the study, and outlines the research problem and 

corresponding questions. Chapter 2 delves into the background and context of TALS, 

focusing on the role of ALL within the broader Australian higher education system, within 

which the OAWW is situated. It also reviews the existing literature, examining key studies 

that have contributed to TALS in Australia. 

     Chapter 3 describes the methodology and research design used in this study. It presents an 

overview of design-based research (DBR), detailing the process of the design cycle and the 

articulation of the design principles. It further declares the paradigmatic stance and details the 

research design cycle for this thesis, including information about participants, stages of 

analysis, development, iterations, and the final distillation of design principles. 

     Chapters 4 through 7 constitute the design cycle, which is the essential core of DBR, 

encompassing the iterative design and refinement process. Chapter 4 forms Stage 1 of the 

design cycle and is dedicated to an in-depth literature review of the pedagogical and 

theoretical perspectives relevant to TALS design. This review will focus primarily on the 

fields of second language acquisition, academic language and learning, and e-learning. 

Chapter 5 describes Stage 2 of the design cycle, starting with the OAWW background 

information and overview. It then continues with a detailed explanation of the instructional 

design process, covering aspects from needs analysis to content development and deployment 

of the OAWW. Chapter 6 discusses Stage 3 of the design cycle, which is the iterative stage of 

deployment and refinement. This chapter will present, analyse, and discuss the data collected 

from the evaluation of the OAWW. In addition, Chapter 6 will answer research questions 1 

and 2. 



9 

   

 

     Chapter 7, covering Stage 4 of the design cycle, will address research questions 3 and 4. 

The chapter presents the formulation of design principles for TALS and the subsequent 

synthesis of these principles into a framework for TALS design and development. 

 

1.7 Chapter Conclusion 

     This chapter has provided an introduction to the research topic of TALS in higher 

education. It has discussed the motivation for the study, highlighting the need for an 

actionable framework for TALS design, development, and evaluation. The objectives of the 

research were presented, focusing on assessing student engagement with the OAWW and 

identifying design principles for TALS resources. The chapter outlined the significance of the 

research and its potential to enhance current TALS programs, foster shared understanding 

within the research community, and contribute to the advancement of learning and teaching 

practices in higher education.  

    The subsequent chapters of this thesis will delve deeper into the research findings, with the 

second chapter providing a comprehensive exploration of TALS in the Australian higher 

education context. Through this comprehensive exploration, this research aims to fill the 

existing knowledge gap, guide the design and implementation of TALS programs, and 

contribute to the ongoing advancement of technology-enhanced learning and teaching 

practices in higher education.  
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Chapter 2: Background and Context of TALS 
 

2.1 Introduction 

     Academic language and learning (ALL) has emerged as a crucial field within Australian 

higher education, providing vital support to students in developing academic writing and 

communication skills. This chapter aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of ALL 

within the Australian higher education context. It begins by exploring the historical 

foundations of ALL, highlighting the reforms that led to its establishment and the perceived 

need for extra-curricular support in academic writing and communication.  

     The chapter will then provide an introductory overview to the current regulatory landscape 

within the Australian higher education context as it relates to ALL support and education, 

including TALS. Understanding these regulatory bodies and frameworks is essential for 

comprehending the context in which TALS operates and its impact on both students and 

institutions. 

     This chapter will also explore the provisioning of ALL, highlighting the models 

commonly adopted by Australian higher education institutions. To conclude, the chapter will 

then examine the specific context of TALS in Australia, identifying shared characteristics, 

discussing some of the criticisms and challenges faced by TALS, and outline the somewhat 

limited scholarship of Australian-based TALS initiatives. By examining this landscape, the 

chapter aims to shed light on the diverse strategies employed by institutions to meet the 

diverse academic language needs of their student populations. 

    

2.2 Academic Language and Learning (ALL) in Australian Higher Education 

     Barthel et al. (2021) traced the origins of ALL in Australia to reforms instituted under the 

Whitlam government in the 1970s which opened university education to a wider range of 

students who had previously faced barriers to entry, such as students from diverse social and 

cultural backgrounds. At the time, there was a perception that these students would require 

extra-curricular support in order to develop proficiency in academic writing and 

communication. Since then, ALL has evolved into a well-established unit within Australian 

higher education, underpinned by an extensive and rigorous body of research (Gurney & 

Grossi, 2019; Hilsdon et al., 2019). 

     Over time, the conception of ALL has evolved. Initially, ALL provisioning adopted a 

deficit approach, wherein student support was provided as a remedial activity with the 
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assumption that students were lacking (i.e., deficit) the requisite academic skills (Barthel et 

al., 2021; Hilsdon et al., 2019; Wingate, 2006). The contemporary approach, on the other 

hand, is predicated on the assumption that no student will intuitively acquire the higher-order 

academic language and skills required to successfully navigate their coursework (Arkoudis & 

Doughney, 2014; Dunworth, 2013). In other words, simply immersing students in their 

disciplines is not enough to develop their academic communication skills; rather these skills 

must be explicitly taught and actively learned. This shift in perspective has led to the 

development of more comprehensive and targeted programs that cultivate a supportive 

learning environment and seek to address the diverse needs of today’s student population 

(Chanock, 2011a, 2011b). 

     In the context of Australian higher education, there are three crucial inflection points that 

have significantly shaped the field of ALL into its present form. The first was the 1990 

publication of Swales’ seminal work genre studies which introduced genre analysis and 

pedagogy. Swales’ approach marked a crucial inflection point by highlighting the importance 

of understanding the discourse and genre features of academic writing. This has provided a 

foundation for developing more effective pedagogical strategies that support learners in 

comprehending the intricate operations of language within specific academic contexts (Chau 

& Lee, 2014; Ellis, 2004; Hyland, 2003).  

     The next was the 1998 publication of Lea and Street’s seminal work, “Student writing in 

higher education: An academic literacies approach,” which has had a profound and 

continuous impact (Evans et al., 2019; Flowerdew, 2019; Hilsdon et al., 2019; Lillis & Tuck, 

2016; Williams, 2019). In this paper, Lea and Street introduced the concept of academic 

literacies, which emphasised the importance of considering the multiple ways students 

engage with academic discourse and shifted the focus of ALL from a skills-based perspective 

to a broader, more socially situated understanding of academic communication. For over 20 

years, their model has influenced research and pedagogical practices in the field, encouraging 

ALL practitioners to consider students’ diverse backgrounds, identities, and experiences in 

academic language engagement. Their work and its impact on ALL will be discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 4. 

     The final inflection point has been the substantial influx of international students pursuing 

university studies in Australia and the subsequent intervention by the Australian federal 

government to impose regulations around the English language proficiency of students in 

higher education. 
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2.3 Australian Higher Education Regulatory Context and ALL  

    One of the key issues for modern day ALL practice is addressing the learning needs of 

tertiary students and tertiary students with English as an additional language (EAL). 

International EAL student enrolments in Australia have been steadily increasing over the past 

20 years and are a significant source of revenue for the Australian tertiary sector. In 2015, the 

percentage of international students enrolled at Australian universities had reached a national 

average of 22%, with the majority of those having come from non-English speaking 

backgrounds (Australian Government Department of Education and Training, 2016). By 

2019, this had increased to approximately 32% of enrolments (Australian Government 

Department of Education, 2021). Although the COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant 

impact on international student numbers, with a substantial decline in 2020 due to travel 

restrictions and the shift to online learning, by 2023 international enrolments had very nearly 

returned to pre-pandemic levels (Australian Government Department of Education, 2023). 

     English language proficiency is demonstrably linked to tertiary academic performance 

(Cloate, 2016; Donohue & Erling, 2012; Humphreys et al., 2012; O'Loughlin & Arkoudis, 

2009), and consequently, the English and academic language skills of students undertaking 

degrees in Australia has been an area of ongoing regulatory focus by the Australian federal 

government (Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), 2009; Barrett-Lennard et al., 

2011; Fenton-Smith & Humphreys, 2016; Haugh, 2016; Murray, 2010; Worthington, 2019). 

Both the National Strategy for International Education (Australian Government, 2016) and 

the Higher Education Standards Framework (Tertiary Education Quality and Standards 

Agency, 2015) expressly list language proficiency as a necessary graduate attribute for 

academic success and future employability.  

     Recent scholarship highlights the complexities and political nuances of categorising 

students based on language proficiency (Piller & Bodis, 2024). The term “native speaker” has 

been critiqued for its ideological implications and unproductive distinctions within 

educational contexts (Bodis, 2023; Piller, 2001). This thesis, therefore, avoids the dichotomy 

of native versus non-native speakers, except when discussing historical conceptions relevant 

to the context. Furthermore Haugh (2016) has argued that the “English problem” (p. 2) 

frequently attributed to Australia’s international students is often based on stereotypes and 

sensationalism in the media (e.g., Besser, 2015; Koslowski, 2019; Worthington, 2019). 

However, the Evaluation of the General Skilled Migration Categories—more commonly 

referred to as the Birrell Report—commissioned by the Department of Immigration and 

http://www.teqsa.gov.au/higher-education-standards-framework
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Citizenship (DIAC) and conducted by Birrell et al. (2006) found that the English language 

proficiency of EAL students graduating from Australian tertiary institutes was indeed at 

levels “far below the published guidelines” (p. 112). This finding was later supported by 

studies conducted by O'Loughlin and Arkoudis (2009), Phakiti and Li (2011), Arkoudis et al. 

(2012), and Craven (2012). In response to these startling revelations, the Birrell Report 

proposed several key recommendations for the higher education sector, including ensuring 

students possess sufficient English language proficiency before commencing their studies, 

allocating adequate resources to support English language development across the whole of 

the student life cycle, and employing evidence-based approaches to assess and improve 

English language enhancement programs. 

     The Birrell Report has since had a sustained, substantial, and extensive impact on tertiary 

education in Australia. Its findings led directly to the 2008 Bradley Review (officially titled 

the Review of Australian Higher Education), which recommended that higher education 

institutes needed to place “a greater focus on English language proficiency” (Bradley et al., 

2008, p. 103). The Birrell Report also led to the subsequent commissioning of the Good 

Practice Principles for English Language Proficiency of International Students in Australian 

Universities (GPPs) by the then higher education regulatory body, the Australian 

Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) (2009). 

     The ten principles of the GPPs were developed to be a “framework for action in the area 

of academic language and learning” (Barrett-Lennard et al., 2011, p. 99) and specifically 

called for a whole-of-institution approach to provide English language enhancement and 

quality assurance at all stages of the university student life cycle, from pre-entry through to 

graduation (Table 1). While viewed as ground-breaking at the time, the GPPs also faced 

criticism for focusing exclusively on international EAL students and neglecting the academic 

language proficiency and capabilities of domestic students (Harper et al., 2011; Murray, 

2010). Critics also argued that the GPPs were not specific enough in terms of 

implementation, leaving room for inconsistency in practice across institutions (Briguglio & 

Watson, 2014). The GPP steering committee was consequently reconvened and 

commissioned to develop the English Standards for Higher Education (ELSHE) (Table 2). 
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Table 1  
Good Practice Principles - AUQA (2009)  

1. Universities are responsible for ensuring that their students are sufficiently competent in the 

English language to participate effectively in their university studies.  

2. Resourcing for English language development is adequate to meet students’ needs throughout their 

studies. 

3. Students have responsibilities for further developing their English language proficiency during their 

study at university and are advised of these responsibilities prior to enrolment. 

4. Universities ensure that the English language entry pathways they approve for the admission of 

students enable these students to participate effectively in their studies. 

5. English language proficiency and communication skills are important graduate attributes for all 

students. 

6. Development of English language proficiency is integrated with curriculum design, assessment 

practices and course delivery through a variety of methods. 

7. Students’ English language development needs are diagnosed early in their studies and addressed, 

with ongoing opportunities for self‐assessment. 

8. International students are supported from the outset to adapt to their academic, sociocultural and 

linguistic environments. 

9. International students are encouraged and supported to enhance their English language 

development through effective social interaction on and off campus. 

10. Universities use evidence from a variety of sources to monitor and improve their English language 

development activities.  

 

     In comparison to the GPPs, the ELSHE applied to all tertiary students, those with EAL 

and native English speakers alike. The ELSHE also introduced two subtle, but critical, shifts: 

1) establishing the standards as auditable, and 2) explicitly assigning responsibility to higher 

education providers to ensure that students possess the necessary English language skills to 

succeed in their studies. The 2012 establishment of a new federal higher education regulatory 

body to monitor and audit these standards, the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards 

Agency (TEQSA), put further pressure on higher education providers to hastily implement 

provisions and programs (Harris, 2011; Lane, 2012; Moore, 2012, 2016). 
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Table 2  
English Language Standards for Higher Education - AUQA (2012) 

1. The provider ensures that its students are sufficiently proficient in English to participate effectively in their 

higher education studies on entry. 

2. The provider ensures that prospective and current students are informed about their responsibilities for 

further developing their English language proficiency during their higher education studies. 

3. The provider ensures that resourcing for English language development meets students’ needs throughout 

their studies. 

4. The provider actively develops students’ English language proficiency during their studies. 

5. The provider ensures that students are appropriately proficient in English when they graduate. 

6. The provider uses evidence from a variety of sources to monitor and improve its support for the 

development of students’ English language proficiency. 
 

     The GPPs and the ELSHE had an immediate impact on tertiary education in Australia. 

Strategies for the provisioning of academic English language and learning development were 

broadly implemented throughout the Australian tertiary sector leading to a more 

comprehensive approach to English language proficiency development and support for all 

students and an impetus was placed on universities to ensure adequate resourcing for English 

language development (Briguglio & Watson, 2014; Dunworth et al., 2014; Fenton-Smith et 

al., 2016; Wingate, 2016). These provisions included the integration of language 

development within curriculum design and assessment practices, addressing students’ 

language development needs earlier in their studies, and supporting international students in 

adapting to their academic, sociocultural, and linguistic environments. Following the 

establishment of TEQSA, higher education providers were further expected to monitor, 

evaluate, and ensure the quality of these activities, with the agency conducting audits to 

verify adherence to the standards. 

      In many cases, ALL programs service both domestic and international cohorts, with 

Arkoudis and Doughney (2016) reporting that “responsibility for improving international 

students’ English language learning resides mainly with the ALL advisers” (p. 305). Ashton-

Hay et al. (2021) however has documented 34 of 42 Australian higher education providers 

that provide some degree of academic English study which caters exclusively to international 

students, for example Griffith University’s Griffith English Language Enhancement Strategy 

(GELES). Developing and implementing academic support programs for this level of 

diversity can be both challenging and resource intensive in addition to requiring a more 
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nuanced understanding of students’ learning needs (Arkoudis & Harris, 2019; Arkoudis & 

Kelly, 2016; Dunworth, 2013).   

    Nonetheless, the increased awareness of the role of English language proficiency coupled 

with a more stringent regulatory environment led to a “paradigmatic shift” (International 

Education Association of Australia, 2013, p. 8) in the Australian tertiary sector, resulting in 

the mainstreaming of in-degree language development programs and a strong uptake of the 

GPPs and ELSHE at the university level. Australian universities have therefore devoted a 

significant investment of time and resources into provisioning ALL enhancement programs, 

with all Australian universities offering some form of ALL support (Arkoudis & Doughney, 

2014; Association of Academic Language and Learning, 2019; Dunworth, 2013; Fenton-

Smith et al., 2016; Jones et al., 2001; Murray & Nallaya, 2014; Wingate, 2006). 

    Despite the Birrell Report’s being published over two decades ago, pressure from 

Australian federal regulators has remained unrelenting. TEQSA (2019) reinforced this 

pressure by issuing an understated guidance note that implicitly mandates universities to 

persist in providing high-quality, specialised support, stating: 

 

TEQSA will also wish to see that there are sufficient learning resources and 

appropriate mechanisms to offer academic support consistent with the needs of 

particular student cohorts. (para. 20) 

 

     This directive underscores the imperative for universities to continue providing robust 

learning resources and tailored academic support, amplifying the challenges faced in the 

design and development of effective ALL and TALS programs. As a result, wide variety of 

ALL support provisioning has continued to flourish in Australian higher education, adopting 

a wide variety of formats. 

 

2.4 Provisioning of ALL in the Australian Context 

     ALL provisions encompass a diverse range of practices, from face-to-face workshops to 

online, self-access resources, with student consultation services being the most common 

(Association of Academic Language and Learning, 2019; Evans et al., 2019). Jones et al. 

(2001) described four categories of ALL support and placed them along a continuum 

according to the degree of their contextualisation within disciplinary content and discourse 

(Figure 1). 
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Figure 1  
Jones, Bonanno & Scouller’s (2001) Continuum of Tertiary ALL Support 

 
     On one end of this continuum are the adjunct-weak and adjunct-strong programs. Adjunct 

programs are situated externally to students’ regular coursework and have less integration 

with courses in the university. Weak programs, like the Griffith University EnglishHELP 

Help Yourself Resources (HYR), focus on providing generic academic language 

enhancement across multiple disciplines (Humphreys et al., 2016). They may involve one-to-

one consultations or workshops with academic language specialists to develop general 

academic skills. Strong programs, such as the University of Melbourne’s AIRport program 

(2016)      , utilise discipline-specific or course-specific materials to offer more targeted 

learning support (Association of Academic Language and Learning, 2019; Puxley et al., 

2009; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009).  

     The contemporary approach to ALL acknowledges the importance of collaboration 

between academic language specialists and disciplinary academics. This collaboration 

enables the development of context-specific support that is more relevant and effective in 

helping students acquire the necessary academic skills (Kennelly et al., 2010; Maldoni, 2017; 

Thompson et al., 2018). Integrated programs, such as the Write Reports in Science and 

Engineering (WRiSE) program at the University of Sydney (Drury & Jones, 2010) and the 

Postgraduate English Language Enhancement (PELE) program at Griffith University 

(Fenton-Smith & Humphreys, 2016), offer even more contextualised ALL support, which 

may be included as part of or in tandem with regular coursework,. Integrated programs often 

involve a greater degree of collaboration between ALL practitioners and disciplinary 

academics. Embedded programs, in which ALL materials are seamlessly integrated alongside 

disciplinary coursework, are generally regarded as best practice in much of the literature 

(Baik & Greig, 2009; Barrett-Lennard et al., 2011; Briguglio & Watson, 2014; Jones et al., 

2001; Maldoni & Lear, 2016; Mort & Drury, 2012; Murray & Nallaya, 2014; Wingate, 2006; 

Wingate & Dreiss, 2009).  

     In the ideal embedded program, disciplinary academics provide both course content and 

discipline-specific academic language guidance, resulting in a more comprehensive learning 

experience for students. The notorious amount of difficulty, labour, and planning needed to 
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implement embedded programs, however, has resulted in many tertiary institutions relying 

more on integrated and adjunct approaches to ALL support as many faculty members lack the 

experience, training, or clear guidelines to provide effective embedded ALL instruction 

(Chanock, 2013; Strauss et al., 2009; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009).  

     Despite the strong advocacy in the literature for embedding and criticism of more 

adjunctive approaches (e.g., Mort & Drury, 2012; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009), programs across 

the full range of the continuum have shown promise (Arkoudis et al., 2012; Baik & Greig, 

2009; Briguglio & Watson, 2014; Chanock, 2004; Conroy, 2010; Dunworth, 2013; Fenton-

Smith & Humphreys, 2016; Fenton-Smith et al., 2016; Harris & Ashton, 2011; Leslie-

McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013). Jones et al. (2001) acknowledged that 

their continuum might oversimplify the complexity of ALL support and not capture more 

nuanced approaches. It has nevertheless become the dominant framework in Australia and 

has exerted significant influence in framing the approach to ALL (Arkoudis & Starfield, 

2007; Ashton-Hay et al., 2018; Dunworth, 2013; International Education Association of 

Australia, 2013; Maldoni & Lear, 2016; Moore & Harrington, 2016). 
 

Table 3 
Comparison of Tertiary ALL Support Provisions 

 
Description Strengths Disadvantages Notes 

Adjunct 
Weak 

supplementary, 
optional services 
for students 

broad accessibility, 
not tied to specific 
courses 

potential for 
underutilisation, 
disjointed from main 
coursework 

broadest availability 
but least structured 
integration with 
curriculum 

Adjunct 
Strong 

mandatory or 
programs attached 
to courses but not 
integrated  

can target specific 
student groups, 
stronger alignment 
with coursework 

still lacks deep 
integration with 
courses, could be seen 
as ‘extra work’ 

mandatory nature 
ensures greater 
uptake, but still 
external to core 
curriculum 

Integrated 

learning support is 
built into the 
curriculum and 
course design 

seamless connection 
with coursework, all 
students benefit 

requires buy-in from 
course designers, 
potentially resource-
intensive 

strong connection to 
curriculum, but 
requires significant 
coordination 

Embedded 

learning support is 
incorporated into 
the course content 
and teaching 

deep integration and 
contextualisation, 
promotes holistic 
learning 

requires close 
collaboration between 
ALL staff and course 
instructors, could alter 
course content 

highest level of 
integration, seamless 
learning experience, 
requires most 
commitment from 
staff  

 

     Lea and Street (2006) argued though that different approaches are not necessarily 

incompatible or mutually exclusive and see no need for a reductionist approach that would 

neglect, for example, adjunct support in favour of embedded programs. Rather, they 
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considerd the variety of approaches to ALL to be complementary and overlapping. Briguglio 

and Watson (2014) agreed, arguing that universities should “provide a variety of avenues for 

student language development, ranging from student self-access strategies to language 

support that is totally embedded in the curriculum” (Briguglio & Watson, 2014, p. 67). They 

conceptualised language development provisioning not as a continuum but rather as a multi-

layered model, emphasising the need for a variety of support strategies that encompass the 

entire range of provisions, from adjunct-weak through to embedded programs (Figure 2). 

Their model highlights the importance of layering different types of academic language and 

learning support, such as self-access resources, workshops, consultations, and embedding.   

     By the definition given for TALS in this study, programs, such as the Help Yourself 

Resources at Griffith University, are classified as adjunctive because they are stand-alone 

online resources designed to complement, rather than replace or integrate into, existing 

coursework. TALS can offer a valuable addition to the spectrum of ALL provisions, 

providing flexible, technology-enhanced support that can be accessed readily. However, 

similar to other adjunct programs, TALS faces challenges in achieving high levels of student 

engagement and integration with disciplinary content.  

 
Figure 2  
A Multi-layered Model of Language Development Provision  

  
Note. From “Embedding English language across the curriculum in higher education: A continuum of 
development support” by C. Briguglio & S. Watson, 2014, in The Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 
37(1), p. 68. Reprinted under Creative Commons license. 
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2.5 Technology-enhanced Academic Language Support (TALS) 

     Increasingly, universities are turning to educational technologies and informal digital 

learning environments to enhance and supplement their face-to-face ALL programs. Some of 

the reasons for this substantial growth are the greater demand for flexible learning options 

(Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011), the popularity of off-campus study (James et al., 2010), 

tighter financial constraints (Mort & Drury, 2012) and rising enrolments of international 

students (Australian Government Department of Education, 2023; International Education 

Advisory Council, 2013). Of course, another driving reason for this transition is the mere fact 

that these technologies are ubiquitous, available, and attractive to both educators and students 

alike. While these trends have been building over the past decade (Hilsdon et al., 2019; 

Horvath et al., 2019; Kern, 2021; Laurillard, 2008), the global COVID-19 pandemic has most 

certainly hyper-accelerated this transition, and a post-COVID landscape is likely to rely even 

more heavily on digital learning and teaching resources (Cavaleri & Tran, 2021; Martin, 

2020; Yunus et al., 2021).  

     Given this rapidly evolving educational landscape, marked by an increased reliance on 

digital platforms and technologies, examining how these changes impact TALS' structure and 

effectiveness is essential. This scrutiny is particularly pertinent in the Australian educational 

context, where the integration of such technologies is not just a response to global trends but 

also a strategic move to cater to diverse student needs, educational paradigms, and local 

regulatory requirements. Therefore, the ensuing subsections will identify crucial attributes 

intrinsic to TALS programs as well as prevalent critiques of such programs. The final section 

of the chapter will explore the comparatively sparse body of literature pertaining to TALS in 

Australia. The objective is to provide a comprehensive overview of TALS within the 

Australian context and ultimately provide a roadmap for future efforts towards the design 

enhancement and refinement of TALS programs. 

      

2.5.1 Dimensions of TALS  

     The surge in developing and providing online ALL resources has led to an extensive array 

of diverse approaches to both content and delivery. In response, scholars have sought to 

establish classification systems that can provide a comprehensive perspective on the spectrum 

of technological integration. Smith and Kurthen (2007) proposed a broad classification based 

on the degree of integration with traditional face-to-face modes of instruction (Figure 3). 

Their taxonomy ranges from web-enhanced approaches, characterised by the minimal use of 
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online materials, to fully online programs that largely eliminate face-to-face instruction. 

Dudeney and Hockly (2007) provide a more precisely defined continuum by determining a 

percentage for each classification, designating blended courses as those where 75% of the 

content is online. The Cambridge English (2016) Digital Framework for Teachers, on the 

other hand, was less concerned with precisely establishing the thresholds between approaches 

and more with defining the nature of the relationship between the digital and face-to-face 

content. For example, an integrated blend is where the digital and face-to-face components 

“form a single coherent course,” while a parallel blend is where components are 

“independent of each other” (Cambridge English, 2016, "Online Learning"). 
 

 

Figure 3  
Smith and Kurthen’s (2007) Taxonomy of Blended Learning 

 
 
     Focusing solely on the distinction between online and face-to-face modalities, these 

classification systems neglect other crucial aspects of delivery, such as the degree to which 

social interaction occurs between students (individual vs collaborative), the degree to which 

an instructor takes an active role in the learning process (self-directed vs facilitated), and the 

degree to which an instruction occurs in ‘real time’ (synchronous vs asynchronous).  

    Focusing solely on delivery, however, oversimplifies the complexities of technology-

enhanced education and overlooks a broader range of curricular dimensions that need to be 

considered (Britain, 2011; Means et al., 2013; Shea, 2007). These have been investigated in 

digital learning literature along various axes: heutagogic/pedagogic (Blaschke, 2012; Hase & 

Kenyon, 2000), synthetic/immersive (Graham & Beardsley, 1986; Krahnke, 1987; Means et 

al., 2013; Yalden, 1983) and self-assessed/formally-assessed (Britain, 2011; Means et al., 

2013).    

     While self-assessed/formally assessed is relatively self-explanatory (albeit assumes a 

variety of forms in practice), the heutagogic/pedagogic and synthetic/immersive axes 

necessitate further explanation. Hase and Kenyon (2000), who are credited with introducing 

the term heutagogy, define it as a learning model “where it is the learner himself [sic] who 

determines what and how learning should take place” (p. 1). Heutagogic learning emphasises 
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learner autonomy and self-determination. Learners take the lead in deciding what and how 

they want to learn, setting their own goals, and choosing their learning resources and 

strategies, with instructors acting more as facilitators to provide support and resources when 

needed (Canning & Callan, 2010). Pedagogic learning, on the other hand, is a more 

traditional learning model, where the instructor plays a central role in determining the 

content, structure, and learning outcomes of a course. In this model, learners are generally 

provided with clear objectives, prescribed learning materials, and a prescribed curriculum. 

     The syntheticity of a syllabus refers to the extent to which its design is immersive or 

synthetic. Immersive describes a syllabus where there is little or no “explicit effort to teach 

the language itself separately from the content” (Krahnke, 1987, p. 66). In this approach, the 

learning materials, activities, and tasks are integrated in a way that promotes immersion in the 

subject matter or context in order to provide students with an authentic learning experience 

that closely simulates real-world contexts. By contrast, synthetic design, a term first utilised 

by Yalden (1983), describes a syllabus that isolates elements (such as grammatical 

morphology or vocabulary) for student analysis. The synthetic syllabus emphasises the 

incremental development of explicit language knowledge and specific skills, with a strong 

focus on clearly defined language acquisition-based objectives and outcomes (Graham & 

Beardsley, 1986; Krahnke, 1987; Yalden, 1983). Within a TALS context, this could take the 

form of explicit instruction in academic skills or English grammar. 

    Figure 4 positions these dimensions within a radar graph, each of which is classified as 

pertaining either to curricular in the upper half of the graph or delivery in the lower half, and 

radiates out from inter-dependent in the middle to independent on the outer edge. Dimensions 

are considered independent if they necessitate a lower degree of input and cooperation from 

instructors or peers, and conversely inter-dependent dimensions necessitate a higher degree of 

collaboration among those actors. Thus, the more compact the shape of the polygon, the 

greater the level of inter-dependence there is in the program.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



23 

   

 

Figure 4 
HELP Yourself Resources: Dimensions of Technology-Enhanced Learning 

 
     As a reflective tool, this framework facilitates a more holistic and nuanced understanding 

of the nature of a TALS program. For example, Figure 4 also illustrates the learning 

dimensions of the HELP Yourself Resources (HYR) at Griffith University. The HYR (Figure 

5) exhibits a high degree of independence in its delivery, with minimal interaction between 

facilitators or peers and an asynchronous model. Conversely, the predominantly pedagogic 

orientation, combined with the generally synthetic syllabus, denotes a primarily inter-

dependent curricular approach. Consequently, the ‘shape’ of the HYR reveals a relatively 

independent delivery and a more inter-dependent curriculum model. 
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Figure 5  
EnglishHELP HELP Yourself Resources Landing Page 

 
 

     The HYR’s predominantly independent nature, with minimal interaction between 

facilitators and students coupled with a more inter-dependent, pedagogic, and synthetic 

syllabus, is fairly representative of TALS programs in Australia. Similar high-traffic, public 

access TALS programs, such as the Support and Development website offered by University 

of New South Wales (UNSW) (Figure 5) and the English for Uni program offered by 

University of Adelaide (UniAdelaide) exhibit comparable profiles. Self-described as 

“resources and support to help [students] develop and refine [their] academic skills” (2016, 

para. 1), the UNSW site provides reference guides across a number of academic skills areas, 

such as writing skills, oral presentations, and reading academic texts. The English for Uni 

examines “difficult grammar and academic writing concepts” (University of South Australia, 

2016, para. 1) through a variety of dramatised skits hosted on the site and complemented by 

in-depth instruction, interactive activities, and curated topical links to external websites. 
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Figure 6  
UNSW Online Support & Development 

 
 

     The HYR, Support & Development, and Skills for Uni resources exemplify characteristic 

attributes of TALS programs in Australia. All three are primarily structured around macro 

skills (such as academic reading, writing, and presenting), provide relatively limited 

interaction with learning content, and focus heavily on synthetic elements of academic 

grammar and discourse (such as paragraphing, paraphrasing, and hedging). Additionally, 

these programs mostly fall short in terms of fostering personalised learning experiences. They 

neither provide students with opportunities for personalised feedback nor facilitate peer-to-

peer or peer-to-instructor interaction. 

     Perhaps less conspicuous yet critically significant is the set-and-forget approach applied to 

the design of these programs. All three programs were developed over 7 years ago yet have 

experienced infrequent updates since their initial deployment. While this might be 

economical, it imposes constraints on the adaptability of the learning content. The 

inflexibility of this approach often curtails the capacity to customise content or accommodate 

individual learner differences (Mune et al., 2015). Furthermore, the lack of regular 

enhancement and refreshing of the content can have serious implications for the utility and 

effectiveness of the resources over time. Contemporary students are accustomed to digital 

environments that are regularly updated, engaging, and interactive. Failing to meet these 
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expectations can result in reduced usage of the resources, lower student engagement, and 

consequently diminished learning outcomes (Rae et al., 2019).  

     This model of TALS program has evidently gained a significant presence in higher 

education, with a substantial majority of Australia’s major universities offering resources 

with comparable learning dimension profiles (Association of Academic Language and 

Learning, 2019). It is intriguing that this model remains so prevalent, even in the face of 

significant advancements in educational technologies over the past decade. Recently 

launched TALS programs, such as the Study Skills site developed by Charles Darwin 

University (Figure 7), reflect similar design traits as those exhibited in the Griffith, UNSW, 

and UniAdelaide programs. 

 
Figure 7 
Charles Darwin University Study Skills Site 

    
    

2.5.2 TALS Scholarship 

     The ongoing transition to digital learning environments and resources underscores the 

pressing need for robust research to inform this evolving practice. However, as has been 

noted previously, TALS, despite its pervasiveness, is a surprisingly under-researched field, 

with a notable emphasis on highly contextualised case studies rather than more generalisable 

empirical investigations (e.g., Berry, 2012; Conroy, 2010; Dreyfus & Macnaught, 2013; 

Goodfellow et al., 2012; Kirkwood, 2012; Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Mayes & de 

Freitas, 2007; Mort & Drury, 2012; Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013; Pryjmachuk et al., 2012; 
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Shea, 2007; Wijeyewardene et al., 2013). Among these, only a handful represent Australian 

TALS programs:  

1) the Online Student Resource Centre at Monash University (Clerehan et al., 2003),  

2) the WRiSE program at the University of Sydney and University of New South Wales 

(Mort & Drury, 2012),  

3) the L3 Website at the University of South Australia (Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013),  

4) a study skills program at the Australian Catholic University (Bardon et al., 2018),  

5) an unpublished thesis from Drury (2019) investigating her work with academic 

writing in the sciences.  

Given the scarcity of TALS design and development studies in the literature, each of these 

papers warrants a more detailed exposition.  

 

Clerehan et al. (2003) 

     The Clerehan et al. (2003) paper is possibly the earliest explication of an Australian TALS 

program. The project’s aims were to convert a bank of print resources largely targeted at EAL 

students into a digital format, but recognising the limitations of their own technical expertise, 

a professional web designer was employed to assist in the transition. Clerehan et al. were 

particularly concerned with how to transfigure text-heavy documents for an interactive web-

based platform and delineated four key elements that wished to preserve in the conversion:  

• the opportunity for students to practise, 
• provision of samples of student work with textual commentary, 
• encouragement of learner reflection, and 
• provision of opportunities to ask questions (Clerehan et al., 2003, p. 22). 

 

     Perhaps the one criticism of their project is that their ambitions were bigger than their 

capabilities, a fact that they themselves acknowledged and a not uncommon occurrence for 

many TALS projects (Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Podorova et al., 2019). Clerehan et al. 

(2013) also noted the challenge with the ongoing maintenance of some of the employed web 

technologies, such as discussion forums, and suggested that this contributed to an inability to 

fully realise their goals. Nonetheless, for its time, this program was truly cutting edge, both in 

its design and development. They incorporated theory and evidence-based practice, engaged 

professional advice on web development and design, and considered affordances for the 

limitations of the educational technologies of the time. 

 



28 

   

 

Mort & Drury (2012). 

     Mort and Drury’s (2012) study provides one of the best Australian exemplars for the 

design, development, and evaluation of a TALS program. Their paper described the creation, 

implementation and evaluation of the Writing Reports in Science and Engineering (WRiSE) 

program, an online ALL support tool for science and engineering students at the University 

of Sydney. WRiSE comprised nine modules, each tailored for a particular field of science, 

such as molecular biology. Mort and Drury (2012) described the program as a “unique 

resource providing an integrated, open source, student-centred, online learning and teaching 

environment” (p. 2). Developed as a collaboration between the discipline academics and the 

ALL support unit, the designers drew from their expertise in systemic functional linguistic, 

genre analysis, academic literacies, constructivist learning in addition to theory in both 

multimedia learning and digital literacy. One of the challenges identified by the authors was 

the necessity for continuous promotion of the WRiSE program to maintain student uptake. 

This became particularly pertinent when staff, who were well-acquainted with the program, 

transitioned out of their roles. Mort and Drury’s use of a diverse range of theories and fields 

exemplifies the complex nature of TALS design and particularly demonstrates how the field 

is at the nexus of multiple domains of learning and teaching practice.  

 

Nallaya and Kehrwald (2013). 

     A study from Nallaya and Kehrwald (2013) was an evaluation of the University of South 

Australia (UniSA) Language Literacies Learning (L3) website, developed in 2012 to provide 

UniSA students with ALL support. Underpinned by the Lea and Street’s (1998) academic 

literacies model and Vygotsky’s sociocultural learning theories, the L3 website was designed 

to cater to UniSA’s four major academic groups by providing discipline-tailored models and 

examples of “specific genre-based writing and … language” (Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013, p. 

80). The results of an online survey administered by Nallaya and Kehrwald indicated that 

students found the website engaging and useful to their studies. The further noted that many 

of the users of the L3 website were EAL students. 

     The study unfortunately exhibited some limitations in research design and execution, a not 

uncommon challenge in technology-enhanced learning research (Felix, 2008; Kirkwood & 

Price, 2013). For example, there is no discussion as to how their survey instrument was 

validated, but there are certainly issues with a number of the question items. This paper thus 

highlights yet another complexity for the field of TALS: practitioners are required not only to 
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possess expertise in a variety of overlapping learning domains, but also be accomplished 

researchers in order to disseminate their work. 

 

Bardon et al. (2018). 

      Bardon et al. (2018) detailed the development of a suite of academic literacy and 

numeracy resources available through the online learning management system of the 

Australian Catholic University (ACU). This initiative entailed the construction of a 

specialised set of materials intended to prepare students for the Literacy and Numeracy Test 

for Initial Teacher Education (LANTITE). The program focused on a variety of pertinent 

topics such as academic writing, time management, and referencing, providing a mix of 

asynchronously and synchronously delivered resources. These resources included video 

tutorials, downloadable information sheets, checklists, quizzes, and links to additional 

information. Bardon et al. highlighted technological and service delivery challenges, which 

necessitated continuous learning and professional among the resource developers. 

Transitioning to digital platforms demanded not only technical proficiency but also 

significant adaptability among its facilitators. They also noted a persistent challenge in 

collecting student feedback and evaluating engagement with the resources, crucial for 

continuous improvement in service delivery and content quality. 

     While Bardon et al. outlined the program’s success in engaging students with the 

resources, the high degree of contextualisation within the specific needs of the ACU context 

does not lend itself to easy replication or adaption for other TALS programs in different 

settings. Furthermore, their account was somewhat ambiguous in describing the theoretical 

models underpinning the materials. While the authors regularly alluded to e-learning 

pedagogies and academic literacy, they did not adequately define or elucidate these terms. 

This lack of clarity further complicates the task of transposing their methods and findings into 

distinct educational contexts. 

 

Drury (2019). 

     In her doctoral thesis, Drury (2019) built on her extensive research in digital ALL (see 

Drury 2004, 2015; Drury & Jones, 2015) examining the processes of designing, developing, 

implementing, and evaluating an online academic writing program that trained physiology 

students in the writing of lab reports. Employing a design-based research methodology, 

Drury’s work draws upon a diverse range of theoretical frameworks, including communities 
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of practice, systemic functional linguistics, discourse analysis, and social semiotics. Her 

approach has provided valuable insight into digital ALL design practices, culminating in the 

articulation of a set of 19 design principles. These principles highlighted the significance of a 

theory-informed design, collaboration during program development, and the active 

involvement of students in the design process. Moreover, Drury’s thesis underscored the 

complex nature of TALS development, emphasising the need for a comprehensive approach 

to the design and implementation of TALS programs. 

 
Table 4 
Summary of Scholarship in Australian TALS 

Author(s) Program/Institute Mode Key Aims Theoretical Underpinnings 

Clerehan et 
al. (2003) 

Online Student 
Resource Centre 
Monash Uni 

adjunct weak 
general academic 
language and 
skills support 

dialogic understanding, 
zones of proximal 
development, situated 
learning 

Mort & 
Drury 
(2012) 

WRiSE 
U Sydney & UNSW 

adjunct strong / 
integrated 

report writing for 
science and 
engineering  

systemic functional 
linguistics, genre analysis, 
constructivism, digital 
literacy 

Nallaya & 
Kehrwald 
(2013) 

Language, Literacy 
& Learning 
Uni SA 

adjunct weak 
discipline-
tailored academic 
language support 

academic literacies model, 
sociocultural learning 
theories 

Bardon et 
al. (2018) 

LANTITE Support 
ACU 

adjunct strong 

support for the 
LANTITE exam; 
academic skills 
development 

e-learning pedagogies, 
academic literacy 

Drury 
(2019) 

FLERT 
U Sydney 

adjunct strong / 
integrated 

academic writing 
in physiology 

communities of practice 
framework, systemic 
functional linguistics, 
discourse analysis, social 
semiotics, genre analyis  

 

     Taken together, these studies present a multifaceted view of the TALS landscape in 

Australian higher education and suggest that successful TALS development requires a 

balance of expertise, ambitious yet feasible goals, disciplinary-specific content, robust 

research design, student engagement, and the considered integration of theoretical 

frameworks. As these studies demonstrate, TALS programs generally adhere to less 

embedded delivery modes such as adjunct-weak or adjunct-strong support (e.g., Clerehan et 

al., 2003; Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013; Bardon et al., 2018), but their flexible design allows 

for easy adaptation into more integrated models (e.g., Mort & Drury, 2012; Drury, 2019).  
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2.5.3 Criticisms of TALS      

     Despite its seemingly widespread appeal, it is important that the limitations and criticisms 

of TALS are acknowledged. A principal critique is the tendency for TALS designers to adopt 

a behaviourist posture in their learning activities (Goodfellow et al., 2012; Healey, 2016; 

Hubbard, 1987; Percy, 2014; Wingate, 2006; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). Likely contributors to 

this trend are the limited technical expertise of the designers and the restricted capabilities of 

the available technologies (Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Podorova et al., 2019; Selwyn, 

2022), but the recent drive for commercial products in the language learning space has also 

fuelled a re-emergence of behaviourist-based resources (Beatty, 2010; Blin, 2004; Joseph & 

Uther, 2009; Mayes & de Freitas, 2007; Puxley et al., 2009; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). For 

example, the highly popular language learning mobile app, Duolingo, has adopted a 

definitively classical behaviourist approach in the pairing of operant response tasks with 

gamification in the form of positive in-app rewards (Bolgün & McCaw, 2018; Krashen, 2014; 

Teske, 2017; Thomas, 2019). Similarly, TALS programs at Griffith, UNSW, UniAdelaide, 

and Charles Darwin University demonstrate a prevalent behaviourist trend, specifically 

accentuating learning through repeated drills, quizzes, and question-and-answer formats, 

rather than fostering deeper comprehension and critical analysis. 

    Another criticism centres around the marked reliance on synthetic syllabus design. This 

often results in a unidirectional instructional model that tends to emphasise descriptions of 

academic language rather than facilitate a genuinely interactive learning experience 

(Goodfellow & Lea, 2005; Puxley et al., 2009). Wingate (2006, 2009, 2021) in particular has 

regularly expressed pronounced scepticism towards support sites she characterises as more 

akin to reference guides than genuine learning experiences. Moreover, the use of a synthetic 

syllabus typically leads to a one-size-fits-all approach to learning. This approach, while 

efficient from a design perspective, ignores the variability and individuality of learners. As a 

result, the lack of personalisation can lead to limited student engagement and lower 

completion rates. This is a particularly pronounced challenge in self-paced, non-compulsory 

programs such as TALS, where motivation is largely self-driven and thus significantly 

affected by the perceived relevance and value of the learning material (M. Hartnett et al., 

2011; Maggie Hartnett et al., 2011; Lin & Yu, 2023; Venkatesh et al., 2012).   

     A third criticism pertains to the lack of captivating and engaging design of many TALS 

programs. As the Griffith, UNSW, UniAdelaide, and Charles Darwin sites exhibit, TALS 

aesthetic design tends towards a sparse, utilitarian look, often privileging function over form, 



32 

   

 

which can lead to platforms that, while technically proficient, may lack appeal and do not 

effectively engage users. The visual and interactive aspects of digital learning environments 

play a pivotal role in cultivating student interest and motivation (Mohammadi, 2015; Plass et 

al., 2014). It is important to get the balance right, however, as research has also shown that 

overdesigned sites can distract from learning (Skulmowski & Xu, 2021). 

     Unfortunately, this is an aspect of TALS design and development that often falls outside 

the expertise of TALS designers (Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Podorova et al., 2019). 

Consequently, this raises questions about the long-term viability and scalability of TALS 

initiatives, particularly in institutions with limited resources or funding constraints. 

Developing and maintaining high-quality TALS resources can be resource-intensive and 

time-consuming, and it is not uncommon for programs to require the assistance of multimedia 

designers (e.g., Clerehan et al., 2003; Mort & Drury, 2012; Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013). 

    Finally, and perhaps most critically, the effectiveness and impact of TALS programs in 

developing students’ academic language proficiency and overall academic success requires 

further scrutiny. However, the limited body of research provides insufficient evidence to 

draw definitive conclusions about the effectiveness and impact of TALS interventions. 

Furthermore, additional studies exploring the contextual factors that influence the 

effectiveness of TALS interventions, such as students’ language backgrounds, disciplinary 

requirements, and individual learning preferences, are also essential in determining the 

success and value of TALS programs. 

    While each TALS program ideally merits a comprehensive evaluation in its unique 

context, as well as within the broader framework of a university’s student support structure, 

these highlighted shortcomings can compromise their effectiveness and appeal to students, 

particularly those in need of personalised, targeted support. Although TALS offers a readily 

accessible, cost effective, and convenient mechanism for extending ALL support to students, 

the potential for a transformative learning impact can be hindered by a misaligned pedagogy 

and a poorly executed design.  

     Despite these acknowledged challenges, TALS continues to hold a pivotal role within the 

ALL landscape. TALS has the potential to provide accessible and flexible learning 

opportunities. Furthermore, it allows for broader reach, potentially catering to a diverse 

population of students who might not otherwise have access to face-to-face support. As such, 

it is crucial that these programs continue to evolve, refining their design and pedagogical 

approaches to better serve the needs of a modern student population.  
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2.6 Chapter Conclusion 

     This chapter provided a comprehensive overview of ALL in Australian higher education, 

with a specific focus on TALS. The regulatory landscape within which TALS programs 

operate was highlighted, emphasising the influence of quality assurance frameworks and 

sector standards. Universities have responded to these regulations by investing in ALL 

enhancement programs to meet language proficiency requirements for diverse cohorts of 

students. 

    The overview explored various approaches to ALL provisioning, recognising the 

effectiveness of both embedded and adjunct models. While embedded initiatives are 

generally considered best practice, all models have demonstrated success. The chapter also 

identified critical dimensions beyond delivery modes, including the heutagogic/pedagogic 

and synthetic/immersive axes, which contribute to a comprehensive understanding of TALS 

and its curriculum design aspects. 

    The chapter further discussed limitations and criticisms of TALS, including behaviourist 

learning activities, synthetic syllabus design, challenges in captivating design, resource-

intensive development, and the need for further research on effectiveness. These identified 

shortcomings emphasise the importance of refining pedagogical strategies, enhancing 

interactivity and personalisation, and implementing rigorous evaluations. Additionally, a 

review of available literature on Australian TALS programs provided valuable insights into 

the complex nature of TALS development, the need for multidomain expertise, and the 

balance between independent and collaborative learning dimensions. 

     In conclusion, this chapter has provided valuable insights into the landscape of TALS in 

Australian higher education, taking into account regulatory influences, provision models, and 

curriculum design aspects. Looking ahead to the post-COVID era, it is anticipated that 

technology-enhanced learning and teaching, including TALS provisioning, will continue to 

experience rapid growth. However, to ensure these tools effectively support ALL and cater to 

the diverse needs of students, careful consideration and ongoing research are essential. By 

continuously refining and advancing these technologies, the field of TALS can evolve and 

optimise its impact on student learning and success. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Research Design 

3.1 Introduction 

     The methodology underpinning this thesis is rooted in design-based research (DBR), a 

tool frequently leveraged within educational research and specifically developed to address 

complex, practical learning environments. Extending beyond mere empirical study, DBR 

aims to dissect and comprehend the underlying processes that drive learning phenomena.     

This chapter therefore commences with a comprehensive overview of DBR, examining its 

origins, fundamental principles, and overarching objectives. It subsequently delineates the 

DBR design cycle, which entails an analysis of practical problems in education followed by 

the development and testing of tailored learning solutions. The design cycle culminates in the 

generation of design principles that encapsulate key insights about the inherent processes that 

drive learning. The chapter also addresses the inherent limitations of DBR, analysing their 

potential impact on the overall research process, from data collection to the interpretation of 

findings. 

     The chapter concludes by outlining the research design of this study, a mixed-methods 

approach in an explanatory sequential design. This choice of research design has been made 

specifically in order to explore student engagement with the Online Academic Writing 

Workshop (OAWW). This design begins for an initial examination of student interactions 

with the OAWW, followed by an exploration of the motivations behind their specific usage 

patterns. The research focus and research questions, which had been initially introduced in 

Chapter 1, are re-iterated, and the data collection processes and techniques are also detailed.  

 

3.2 Overview of Design-based Research 

     Wang and Hannafin (2005) described DBR as:  

 
a systematic but flexible methodology aimed to improve educational practices through 

iterative analysis, design, development, and implementation, based on collaboration 

among researchers and practitioners in real-world settings, and leading to contextually 

sensitive design principles and theories. (p. 6) 

 

      Variously referred to as design studies, educational design research, and design 

experimentation (Bell, 2004; Dzuiban & Picciano, 2015), DBR is a relatively recent 

development in education research. Initially proposed separately (but concurrently) by Brown 
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(1992) and Collins (1992), the methodology was a reaction to a general sentiment that 

research and educational theory had become increasingly esoteric, impractical, and too far 

removed from classroom practice (Bell, 2004). In his proposal of the methodology, Brown 

(1992) wrote “effective intervention should be able to migrate from our experimental 

classroom to average classrooms operated by and for average students and teachers” (p. 143). 

     DBR is often considered an ideal approach for complex educational environments with 

potentially multiple confounding variables. Characterised by its iterative design-evaluation-

revision cycle, it seeks to bridge the gap between theory and practice through an investigation 

of “the relationships among theory, designed artifacts [sic], and practice” in authentic 

learning contexts (Design-Based Research Collective, 2003, p. 6). This most often manifests 

as a designed intervention, implemented within a live classroom environment, and 

subsequently evaluated for its impact on learning outcomes. The objective extends beyond 

merely determining the effectiveness of a particular educational design, but more deeply to 

exploring the underlying mechanisms that leads to the success (or failure) of that design. The 

aim is thus to produce both immediate, practical design solutions as well as generalisable 

insights about the learning processes. This makes DBR a powerful tool for improving 

contextualised educational practice while also guiding broader development. 

     Kelly (2007) recommended DBR as a useful methodology for “open problems” (p. 77) to 

which there are no recognised practical solutions, making it well-suited for studying 

technology-enhanced language learning (TELL) environments. Consequently, the 

methodology has increasingly found its way into TELL research (Anderson & Shattuck, 

2012; Han, 2020; Pardo-Ballester & Rodríguez, 2009; Parmaxi & Zaphiris, 2015; Yutdhana, 

2005). Pais Marden and Herrington’s (2020) examination of student engagement with web-

based Italian language tasks deserves particular mention for its production of nine design 

principles to promote authentic language-use in TELL environments.  

     As these studies demonstrate, the inherent flexibility and adaptability of DBR make it 

well-suited for studying the complexities of TALS (Hung, 2011; Larsen-Freeman, 2013; 

Pardo-Ballester & Rodríguez, 2009; Yutdhana, 2005). Further, it possesses a unique capacity 

to simultaneously address learning design exploring the underlying processes integral to 

learning. This unique capacity arises from DBR’s iterative and reflective nature, which 

allows for ongoing refinement of the learning design based on insights gained from deep 

explorations into the underlying learning processes and their interplay with the implemented 

design. 
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     McKenney and Kali (2017) highlighted this capacity for “generating TEL [technology-

enhanced learning] insights in general, and design principles … in particular.” (p. 42). 

Indeed, this dual emphasis on both the design product and the design process is especially 

advantageous in the context of this study. Here, the process of developing a TALS program is 

not simply a means to an end, but rather the central focus of the research itself, and by 

treating the design process itself as the object of study, a deeper understanding of TALS 

development may be achieved. 

 

3.3 Design Cycle and Design Principles 

     DBR research comprises two distinct elements: the design cycle and the design principles. 

The design cycle is an iterative process involving the deployment of theoretically grounded 

learning interventions into real-world educational settings. These interventions are cyclically 

evaluated, modified, and then re-deployed. Throughout this process, particular attention is 

given to the emergence of “integral and meaningful phenomena” (Plomp, 2007, p. 18), for 

example a change in student engagement or the unexpected use of the learning materials. 

These emergent phenomena, which are revealed through empirical validation, provide 

valuable insights into the dynamics of the process under investigation, and once identified, 

can be subjected to deeper investigation or a focus for iterative refinement.  

     The design cycle is more accurately conceptualised as a cyclical process, rather than a 

linear sequence of steps and generally encompasses four fundamental stages: initial scoping 

and analysis, development, empirical testing coupled with iterative revision, and reflective 

evaluation (McKenney, 2001; Middleton et al., 2008; Plomp, 2007; van den Akker, 1999). 

Reeves’s (2006) model is one of the more commonly cited explications of the design cycle 

(Figure 8). 

     The analysis stage of the design cycle involves conducting a literature review and defining 

the parameters of the intervention or undertaking a needs analysis to pinpoint the research 

problems to be tackled. The development stage entails the application of learning theories to 

real-world learning environments in a principled manner, leading to the creation of a 

prototype program for piloting. Following this, the process transitions through a cycle of 

development, evaluation, and refinement, while consistently scrutinising the impact on the 

learning processes or conditions throughout each iteration. Through this process, the design 

team continuously evaluates the effectiveness of the intervention and making modifications 

as necessary it to improve its performance (Plomp, 2007).  
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Figure 8  
Design Cycle Model 

Note. From “Design research from a technology perspective” by T. Reeves, 2006, in J. Van den Akker et al. 
(Eds), Educational Design Research, p. 59, Routledge. Reprinted under Creative Commons license. 

     The ultimate objective of the design cycle is not just to “document success or failure but 

also [to] focus on interactions that refine our understanding of the learning issues involved” 

(Design-Based Research Collective, 2003, p. 5). Plomp (2007) maintained that while 

empirically tested educational products are valuable, the portability of design principles 

enhances the empirical reliability of DBR as they can be validated in multiple contexts. Bell 

(2004) further argued that the design principles, rather than the artefacts of the design cycle, 

are the true enduring contribution of the DBR process.  

      The formulation of the principles is not merely based on intuition, but rather on a 

synthesis of the insights into the patterns, themes, and key features that emerge from the 

systematic analysis of the data collected during the design cycle. As the design cycle 

progresses into the final stage, a set of design principles are derived and articulated (Bell, 

2004; Design-Based Research Collective, 2003). These principles are then further refined 

through each iteration of the design cycle and are revised or updated in response to new data.  

     The principles are heuristic, providing guidance for future development rather than 

offering predictive or explanatory value (Plomp, 2007; van den Akker, 1999). As such, they 

are potentially more generalisable, able to be applied across a variety of settings and contexts 

(Reeves & McKenney, 2013). Design principles may include specific strategies for 

instruction, recommended technologies, or even guidelines for professional development. van 

den Akker (1999) even went so far as to set out the precise syntax of the principles, 

suggesting the following format: 

 

If you want to design intervention X for the purpose/function Y in context Z, then you 

are best advised to give that intervention the characteristics A, B, and C, and to do that 
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via procedures K, L, and M, because of arguments P, Q, and R. (van den Akker, 1999, p. 

15) 
   

3.4 Limitations of DBR 

     A number of limitations of DBR have been raised in the literature. Criticisms primarily 

revolve around claims of methodological rigor such as lack of generalisability and assessing 

efficacy, as well as the relationship between the researchers and the participants. It should be 

noted that these criticisms do not suggest that as a methodology DBR is inherently flawed, 

but rather that there are potential challenges that need to be considered as part of the research 

design. 

     One of the main criticisms of DBR is that findings may have limited generalisability due 

to the challenge in replicating or applying the findings to other settings, populations, or 

educational contexts (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Kelly, 2004; Wang & Hannafin, 2005). To 

address this concern, both Yutdhana (2005), an early advocate of the potential of DBR in 

TELL, and van den Akker (1999) emphasised the importance of systematically documenting 

the design process and the formulation of the design principles. This transparency not only 

allows for potential replication but also invites critique and further development of the work, 

thereby extending its reach and potential for impact. 

     Another challenge of DBR research is the difficulty in measuring the effectiveness of a 

particular intervention or design. Unlike traditional experimental designs, which aim to 

control for extraneous variables in order to identify causal relationships, DBR is often 

focused on the development and refinement of theoretical models, with an emphasis on 

exploring (rather than testing) the relationships between different variables (Easterday et al., 

2014; Reeves, 2006). Kelly (2004, 2007) also argued that DBR lacked an argumentative 

grammar and recommended that DBR adopt mixed methods approaches to provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of the effectiveness of interventions. 

     In response to criticisms of DBR’s methodological rigour, Sandoval (2014) developed 

conjecture mapping as a research method for investigating the design space. He described 

this process as “a means of specifying theoretically salient features of a learning environment 

design and mapping out how they are predicted to work together to produce desired 

outcomes” (p. 19). Conjecture mapping is operationalised through an associative mapping 

process, where a visual representation of the research questions and hypotheses is created, 

typically in the form of a flowchart (e.g., Figure 9), which illustrates relationships and 
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demonstrates how these relationships relate to overall design goals (Bland, 2017; Sandoval, 

2014; Wozniak, 2015).  

 
Figure 9 
Generalised conjecture map for educational design research 

 
Note. From “Conjecture Mapping: An Approach to Systematic Educational Design Research,” by W. Sandoval, 
2011, Journal of the Learning Sciences, 23(1), p. 41. Reprinted under Creative Commons license. 
 

     The conjecture map thus guides the design process by tracing an employed principle of 

design (which Sandoval terms a conjecture), through its design solution (i.e., embodiment) 

within a learning environment, to its impact on a learning outcome via the learner’s 

interactions (i.e., mediating responses). Embodiments are based on hypotheses of how 

conjectures will affect the design space and ultimately learning outcomes. Once the design 

solutions have been implemented and evaluated, the findings then inform any refinements to 

the design space with this cyclical process continuing until a satisfactory design solution has 

been determined. Sandoval (2014) asserted that conjecture mapping showcased DBR as an 

empirical and evidence-informed methodology by demonstrating how emergent variables 

“are predicted to work together to produce desired outcomes” (p. 19). 

     Finally, some scholars have raised concerns about the tendency for DBR to become 

excessively focused on the development of theoretical models, potentially overshadowing the 

equally important practical goals of the research. Barab and Squire (2004) have suggested 

that DBR can, at times, be overly concentrated on the perspectives and requirements of 

researchers and designers. This focus may detract from the needs of the participants in the 

research, leading to an overemphasis on the development of specific technologies or tools. 

Echoing these sentiments, Kelly (2004) also argued that DBR can be skewed towards the 

interests of the researchers rather than the participants consequently reinforcing existing 
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power relations between researchers and participants. This of course is not a challenge 

exclusive to DBR research, and Palalas and Hoven (2013) in fact contrarily stated that the 

situation of DBR studies within authentic learning environments not only fosters a user-

centric focus but also encourages meaningful participation from all stakeholders. It is 

however important for DBR researchers to keep this in mind throughout the design process in 

order to maintain focus on both the theoretical and the practical aims of their research.  

 

3.5 Paradigmatic Stance 

     A research paradigm represents the set of philosophical assumptions, principles, and 

values that undergird the approach to investigation. Such a paradigm shapes the researcher’s 

worldview, influences the development of theories, and guides the design of their 

investigations. For the sake of clarity and transparency, it is essential for researchers to 

openly identify and discuss the research paradigm that informs their study. No research is 

conducted paradigm-free and making a choice to favour one paradigm inherently means 

embracing its assumptions, whether implicitly or explicitly. This acceptance, according to 

Guba and Lincoln (1994), then delineates “what falls within and outside the limits of 

legitimate inquiry” (p. 108), essentially shaping the scope and nature of the research 

endeavour.  

     Research paradigms are often conceptualised as a continuum with positivism at one end 

and interpretivism at the other. Positivist methodologies rely on objective, quantitative data 

and seek to establish generalisable laws, while interpretivist methodologies favour subjective, 

qualitative data to understand the unique meanings and experiences of individuals within 

their specific context. Pragmatic paradigms attempt to bridge the positivist/subjectivist divide 

by incorporating elements of both and can therefore offer researchers a versatile approach 

that adapts to the demands of their specific research questions and contexts. 

     As a methodology, DBR exists in an intersection of the paradigmatic spectrum, 

embodying elements of both positivism and interpretivism. On the one hand, it is undeniably 

positivist in its orientation: deliberately interventionist, often experimental in its design, and 

driven to establishing empirically founded principles (e.g., see Lewis, 2013; Martinez-

Alvarez & Bannan, 2013; Reeves & McKenney, 2013). On the other hand, it would not be 

unusual for a DBR study to completely eschew all experimental and quantitative research 

methods, relying instead solely on qualitative measures (e.g., see Parmaxi et al., 2016). Bell 

(2004) commented that there is simply not enough “widespread theoretical or methodological 
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coherence” (p. 243) within the body of DBR research to solidly position the methodology 

within one paradigmatic framing or the other. Thus, for any given DBR project, the chosen 

research methods are often what give the study its paradigmatic flavour.    

     Given the relatively nascent state of research in TALS, adopting a pragmatic approach 

coupled with a mixed methods research design is a prudent choice for this study. A pragmatic 

stance allows for the flexible application of methods drawn from both the positivist and 

interpretivist traditions, enabling a more holistic examination. Furthermore, there have been 

calls for these more nuanced approaches to research within the field. Yazan (2012) contends, 

for example, that “divergent epistemic commitments and paradigmatic orientations” (p. 2) 

can lead to conflicting learning theories and models, which impede progress and result in 

frustrating redundancies. Yazan’s point underlines the importance of considering both 

quantitative and qualitative approaches to research. Echoing this sentiment, Larsen-Freeman 

and Long (1991) and Bazeley (2004) both argued for just such an approach, with Bazley in 

particular noting that pragmatism “can enrich understanding … through confirmation of 

conclusions, extension of knowledge or by initiating new ways of thinking” (p. 150).  

     This pragmatic flexibility is particularly beneficial for exploring under-researched aspects 

of learning and teaching, such as TALS, in allowing for the exploration of a topic from a 

variety of perspectives. Both positivist- and interpretivist-based studies have well-established 

traditions within the field of technology-enhanced language learning and teaching, and both 

have greatly contributed to shaping current understandings and theories within the field. By 

bridging the positivist-interpretivist divide, this study can more effectively illuminate the 

complex field of TALS, enhance understanding, and potentially prompt new avenues of 

inquiry. For instance, quantitative data can identify trends and patterns in student behaviour, 

while qualitative data can provide deeper insights into the reasons behind these patterns, thus 

offering a comprehensive understanding of the efficacy and challenges of technology-

enhanced language learning systems. 

      

3.6 Research Design Cycle 

     Following the same arc as Reeves’s (2006) model, the design cycle for this study 

comprised four distinct stages (Figure 10): 

• Stage 1: a review of the relevant literature and needs analysis 

• Stage 2: development of the OAWW 

• Stage 3: iterations of OAWW refinement and address questions R1 and R2 
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• Stage 4: the articulation of the design principles and address Questions R3 and R4 

 
Figure 10  
Research Design and Timeline 

 

3.6.1 Stage 1 – Analysis 

     The analysis was completed in two steps. Initially, a comprehensive narrative literature 

review was carried out covering three well-established fields of research: language 

acquisition, e-learning, and digital literacy. In line with established practice in DBR, a 

narrative review approach was adopted because it allows for the synthesis of existing 

knowledge in a structured manner, facilitating a deeper understanding of the theoretical 

foundations relevant to the study (Pardo-Ballester & Rodríguez, 2009; Plomp & Nieveen, 

2013). Then, a target situation needs analysis was conducted in order to establish learning 

objectives, determine learner needs, identify resources, and inform instructional design. This 

was a crucial step that led to better learning outcomes by ensuring that resources were 

learner-centred, capable of meeting learning objectives, and sustainable. The literature review 

and needs analysis process produced a set of design principles that guided the design and 

development of the materials in the Stage 2 of the design cycle. The review of relevant 

literature is encompassed in Chapter 4, while the needs analysis is discussed in section 5.3.3 

of Chapter 5. 

 

3.6.2 Stage 2 - Development 

     The second stage of the cycle consisted entirely of designing and developing a self-access 

academic writing workshop for the Griffith University EnglishHELP program. The brief from 



43 

   

 

EnglishHELP was to develop a workshop that would complement existing digital resources 

in the program, specifically targeting the crucial language proficiency level of C1 on the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 

2001), which is a crucial threshold for entry into Griffith University as well a student’s 

capability to undertake tertiary level coursework. Utilising a rapid prototyping instructional 

design method and guided by the design principles formulated in the analysis, the Online 

Academic Writing Workshop (OAWW) was planned and built utilising the e-authoring 

platform, Smart Sparrow. This process will be explicated in more detail in section 5.3 of 

Chapter 5. 

 

3.6.3 Stage 3 - Iterations 

     The third stage of the design cycle encompassed the deployment, testing, and refining of 

the OAWW across three iterations. Each iteration comprised a four-step cycle: deployment, 

data collection and analysis, refinement, re-deployment, the sequencing of which ensured that 

the collected data informed the continuous refinement of the OAWW.  

     The deployment period for each iteration was carefully timed to coincide with the first 

teaching week of the Griffith University academic trimester and conclude in the final 

teaching week, equating to a deployment cycle of 12 weeks. This allowed for at least 4 weeks 

between iterations to analyse collected data and make refinements to the subsequent iteration 

of the OAWW.  

 

Research Focus and Questions 

     Stage 3 also constitutes the first tier of research for this thesis and was thus guided by the 

following research questions, which were first introduced in Chapter 1: 

 

R1. In what manner and to what extent did students engage with the Online Academic 

Writing Workshop (OAWW)? 

R2. From the viewpoint of the students, how adequately did the Online Academic 

Writing Workshop (OAWW) meet their academic language learning needs? 

 

     The concept of engagement has often been used by TALS and similarly related research as 

a useful metric for determining success. This is due to the considerable challenge of 

quantifying improvement in language proficiency. As Clerehan et al. (2003) wryly observed, 
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“measuring the amount of learning that has occurred within a language and academic skills 

framework—even at the end of a face-to-face session—can challenge ingenuity” (p. 19). 

Weigle and Malone (2016) further noted the difficulties not only assessing academic 

language proficiency, but also in the very act of even defining what constitutes ‘academic 

language’. Consequently, research into TALS and ALL often focuses on assessing student 

engagement with a resource (Bardon et al., 2018; Clerehan et al., 2003; Mort & Drury, 2012; 

Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013).  

     Importantly, this focus on engagement over proficiency is not just a shrewd workaround to 

a tricky problem; it has empirical basis. Increased student engagement has been linked to 

improved academic outcomes and higher retention rates (Bryson & Hand, 2007; Henrie et al., 

2015; Kahu & Nelson, 2017; Lim et al., 2012). Furthermore, a focus on engagement ensures 

student-centric teaching that caters to the particular learning needs of students (Clerehan et 

al., 2003; Goodfellow & Lea, 2005; Mort & Drury, 2012; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). 

     While there is no universal definition of engagement (Fredricks & McColskey, 2012; 

Henrie et al., 2015), it is generally divided into three constructs in the literature: behavioural, 

emotional, and cognitive (Bryson & Hand, 2007; Fredricks et al., 2004; Henrie et al., 2015; 

Reading, 2008). As digital tools’ capabilities have improved over time, a fourth construct has 

belatedly emerged: social engagement (Dirkson, 2002; Roche, 2017). Fredricks et al. (2004) 

outlined common themes and examples within each construct. In their summary, behavioural 

engagement encompasses observable behaviours, such as attendance, participation, task 

completion, perceived effort, and task persistence. Emotional engagement pertains to a 

student’s affect and attitudes toward the learning materials and objectives, while cognitive 

engagement comprises subjective factors like motivation, self-regulation, flexibility, and 

coping strategies. Finally, social engagement refers to the interactions that occur between 

peers, facilitators, or instructors. However, due to technical limitations with facilitating such 

social interaction in the OAWW, social engagement as a construct was not pertinent to this 

study. 

     Fredricks et al. (2004) argued that while segregating each construct can aid research, the 

constructs are actually “dynamically interrelated within the individual” (p. 61), while Dunn 

and Kennedy (2019) demonstrated that measuring behavioural engagement alone was not 

adequate in predicting tertiary student success in coursework. Therefore, a holistic 

understanding of engagement cannot be achieved by assessing these dimensions in isolation. 

Reading (2008) presented an engagement matrix (Table 5). The matrix categorises student 
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engagement into three interconnected dimensions: behavioural, emotional, and cognitive. 

Each dimension is broken down into specific indicators that suggest how that engagement 

might be observed or measured. For instance, ‘conduct’ under the behavioural construct 

might be gauged through teacher reports, while ‘positive affect’ under Emotional could be 

assessed by student self-report. Reading’s (2008) matrix acknowledged the interrelatedness 

of all three dimensions of engagement, offering a highly relevant road map to examine 

engagement in this thesis. 

     With the theoretical underpinnings of engagement and its measurement established, the 

subsequent section delineates the methodology employed to gather and analyse data. 
Table 5 
Reading (2008) Engagement Measurement Plan: Multimedia Learning Activities 

 
Note. From “Recognising and measuring engagement in ICT-rich learning environments” by C. Reading, 2008, 
Australian Council for Computers in Education, p. 6. Reprinted under Creative Commons license. 
 

Data Collection 

     A mixed methods approach to data collection and analysis was employed in an 

explanatory sequential design (Figure 11). This approach is characterised by a two-step 

process for data collection and analysis. The first step focused on the collection and analysis 

of quantitative data, capturing insights into how and to what extent students engaged with the 

OAWW. The subsequent qualitative step sought to provide a more nuanced interpretation of 

the quantitative findings, providing a more detailed explication of the deeper motivations and 

experiences behind the observed patterns of usage. As recommended by Creswell (2012), this 

design aims to combine generalisability with depth and is well suited for complex research 

questions where quantitative findings require further contextualisation.  
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     The operationalisation of data collection was steered by an engagement management plan, 

which drew inspiration from Reading’s (2008) matrix for a multi-dimensional understanding 

of engagement (Table 6). Similar to Reading's matrix, the table identifies key indicators of 

behavioural, emotional, and cognitive engagement and aligns them with corresponding 

indicators and data collection tools. This matrix thus serves as a systematic and transparent 

approach to documenting and evaluating student engagement with the OAWW. 

 
Figure 11  
Stage 3 Iterative Research Cycle 

 
     As indicated in the table, all observed indicators were captured by learning analytics tools 

in Smart Sparrow, and student reported indicators were captured in student feedback surveys 

and focus groups. The selective focus on particular engagement constructs at each iteration 

helped prevent data overload and facilitated a more targeted exploration of variables. As 

such, the data analysis in Iteration 1 focussed exclusively on behavioural engagement 

indicators as it was expected that problems related to the user experience were more likely to 

appear in these earlier stages of development. For instance, patterns of early drop-offs in 

certain modules might suggest the introductory content was either not captivating or too 

complex. Similarly, if students consistently revisited a particular section, it might indicate 

that the content was challenging to grasp or that it was seen as critically important. 

Discrepancies between time spent on a task and task completion rates could flag modules that 
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were too lengthy or difficult. On the other hand, very high success rates with minimal time 

spent might imply that certain segments were too simplistic for the intended audience.     

     Behavioural engagement indicators continued to be monitored closely in Iteration 2 and 

moderately in Iteration 3. Emotional engagement indicators were added in Iteration 2, and 

cognitive engagement indicators in Iteration 3.  
 

Table 6 
OAWW Engagement Measurement Plan 

Iteration Type Indicator Method  Data  Participants 

1 

Behavioural    

• persistence/retention • module 
completion • observed • analytics 253 

• work involvement • effort • student reported • survey 21 

2 

Behavioural    

• persistence/retention • task 
completion • observed • analytics 521 

• work involvement • effort • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

46 
7 

Emotional   
• relating to 

schoolwork • enthusiasm • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

46 
7 

• positive affect • confidence • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

46 
7 

3 

Behavioural   

• persistence/retention • task 
completion • observed • analytics 461 

• work involvement • effort • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

34 
5 

Emotional   
• relating to 

coursework • enthusiasm  • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

34 
5 

• positive affect • confidence • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

34 
5 

Cognitive   

• self-efficacy • module 
selection • observed • analytics 461 

• higher-order 
thinking 

• attention to 
learning 
needs and 
gains 

• student 
reported 

• analytics 
• survey 
• focus group 

461 
34 
5 

 

     This structured approach also adheres to Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, starting 

with the foundation of addressing initial interactions and usability issues. As these 

fundamental concerns are resolved, the focus ascends the hierarchy. By progressing from 

behavioural to emotional, and ultimately to cognitive engagement, this strategy ensures that 

foundational needs are satisfied, setting the stage for a more profound and impactful 

cognitive engagement with the OAWW. 
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     As indicated in the OAWW engagement measurement plan, the data collection procedure 

leveraged three methods: learning analytics, user surveys, and focus group interviews. The 

next sections will provide more detail on each of these in turn. 

 

Learning Analytics 

     Learning analytics involves the gathering, evaluation, and interpretation of data related to 

learners and their contexts in order to enhance and comprehend learning experiences and the 

learning environments in which these experiences take place (Campbell et al., 2007; Chatti et 

al., 2012; Gašević et al., 2014; Montgomery et al., 2017; Siemens, 2011) Although a 

relevantly nascent field, a number of approaches to learning analytics have been developed, 

including simple statistics collection, data mining, social network analysis, data 

visualisations, and classification techniques (Chatti et al., 2012; Elias, 2011; Lockyer et al., 

2013).  

     A significant challenge in utilising learning analytics lies in identifying the relationship 

between the pedagogical objectives of a design and the data being gathered. Elias (2011) 

distilled this to two essential questions: “What do we want to achieve? Are we measuring 

what we should be?” (p. 7). Lockyer et al. (2013) contended that this relationship is 

bidirectional: learning analytics offer valuable insights into the learning design, while the 

pedagogical goals, in turn, guide the focus of the learning analytics. Employing an 

engagement management plan (see Table 6) ensured that learning analytics were aligned with 

the pedagogical aims, specifically, engagement with the OAWW activities.      

    The most common complication with the collection of this data however is the sheer 

volume that is often involved. A deciding factor in the selection of Smart Sparrow for the 

OAWW platform was its robust data visualisation capability for learning analytics. Data 

visualisation can provide stakeholders (such as developers, instructors, and administrators) 

salient access to user interactions with online learning activities, and thus highlight areas in 

need of improvement or inform development. Many data visualisation tools are available as 

dashboards, conveniently organised graphical user interfaces that provide access to 

comparative, collated and/or contrasted visualisation of different metrics, such as time on 

task, mouse clicks, correct answers to a quiz, etc. When the data visualisation tools are 

purpose built for a delivery platform, as is the case with Smart Sparrow, the convenient and 

immediate ready access to user-friendly data tools greatly lessens the burden on materials 

developers and streamlines the design cycle. Figure 12 and Figure 13 are examples of two 
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different Smart Sparrow dashboard views: student traffic over time and student interactions 

with specific tasks in the OAWW, respectively. 

 

 
Figure 12 
Smart Sparrow Student Traffic Dashboard 

 
 
Figure 13  
Smart Sparrow Question Explorer Dashboard 
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     The Smart Sparrow platform’s powerful, in-built learning analytics toolkit thus provided a 

well-equipped set of instruments that recorded students’ interactions with the OAWW and 

provided insight into how they engaged with the workshop. Captured interactions included 

site visits, length of visit, activity interactions, and activity responses. This data enabled 

further analysis into potential relationships between variables, for example in determining 

correlations between time on task and attrition rates. 

 

Learning Gains Survey 

     At the conclusion of each deployment period, all students who accessed the OAWW were 

prompted to undertake an online survey to self-assess their own perceived learning gains. 

This survey was an adaption of the Student Assessment of Their Learning Gains (SALG). 

The SALG survey is an evaluation tool designed to gather feedback from students about their 

own perceptions of learning and the effectiveness of specific instructional strategies or 

learning resources (Seymour et al., 1997; Seymour et al., 2000). It is a flexible, user-friendly, 

and customisable instrument that allows educators to identify strengths and weaknesses in 

instructional practices and make data-driven improvements.  

     Originally developed for the evaluation of university chemistry courses, SALG is easily 

adaptable to any teaching and learning context and has been employed in a number of 

technology-enhanced learning studies (Henrie et al., 2015; Herreid & Schiller, 2013; Lim et 

al., 2012). The survey comprises up to ten different sections, depending on the configuration, 

but not all sections are relevant to all contexts. Each section includes Likert-style and open-

ended questions, asking students to rate their perceived learning gains in various aspects of 

the course, such as understanding of key concepts, development of skills, and changes in 

attitudes or interest.  

     To evaluate the perceived learning gains effectively, the SALG survey was customised, 

taking into consideration the anticipated English language proficiency levels of the students 

participating (Appendix A). Careful adjustments ensured that the questions would be 

comprehensible to EAL tertiary students. To address the likelihood of low motivation among 

respondents, the survey was also crafted to focus on the most pertinent topics for addressing 

the research questions. This approach ensured that it can be completed in approximately 20 

minutes.  

     The survey asked participants to reflect on their improvements in specific areas, for 

example academic style, paragraphing, and paraphrasing. The survey also probed into the 
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participants’ enthusiasm, interest, and confidence in academic writing, and sought feedback 

on how the workshop may have altered their attitude towards academic writing in English. 

Additionally, it inquired students about the consolidation of acquired skills and their 

application into other areas of their study. Finally, the survey also questioned students 

regarding their opinion of the workshop’s organisation, instructional style, and pace.  

     The SALG survey provided insights into student-reported indicators across all three 

engagement constructs. Table 7 present a detailed mapping of the SALG survey questions 

against the three key constructs of student engagement: behavioural, emotional, and 

cognitive. This mapping highlights how each question in the survey aligned with specific 

indicators within these constructs, offering a clear view of how the survey measures various 

aspects of student engagement in the learning process. 

 
Table 7 
SALG Survey Mapping 

Type Indicator SALG Question No. 

Behavioural  
• work involvement • effort 1.1-1.7, 2 

Emotional 
• relating to work 
• positive affect 

• enthusiasm for learning 
• confidence 

3.1, 3.2, 3.5, 4 
3.3, 3.4 

Cognitive 
• higher-order thinking • attention to learning needs and gains 5, 6, 7, 8 

 

    Questions 9 and 10 from the SALG survey were not included in this mapping as they 

primarily focus on evaluating the workshop’s structure and teaching style rather than directly 

assessing student engagement. These questions are more oriented towards gathering feedback 

on the delivery method, which, while valuable for refining the OAWW, it was deemed that 

they did not directly correlate with the behavioural, emotional, or cognitive engagement 

constructs as defined in this context. 

     Questions 1, 3, 5, and 9 of the SALG were Likert-style questions. Quantitative analysis of 

these results compared the mean scores distribution for each section to identify patterns, 

trends, and outliers, which Seymour et al. (2000) reported is the most common approach for 

SALG analysis. A more detailed analysis was further made by comparing the mean scores of 

individual questions, providing a more granulated view of the data. Seymour et al. (2000) 

recommend both methods to provide a complete picture of the SALG results. To compare 
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SALG results across iterations, means were weighted according to the number of 

respondents, by multiplying the mean for each section by the ratio of respondent size in a 

given deployment period to the total number of respondents across all three iterations.  

     Independent-sample Mann-Whitney U tests were also employed to compare students’ 

SALG responses across iterations. Mann-Whitney U is a non-parametric statistical test 

employed to assess whether two independent samples originate from identical distributions, 

without making assumptions about the underlying population distribution (Gorard, 2001; 

Larson-Hall, 2010; Podesva & Sharma, 2013). This test can provide evidence to determine if 

changes implemented between iterations have had an effect on the student response. 

     Questions 2, 4, 6, 7, 8, and 10 were open-ended questions prompting students to provide 

more depth or nuance to their response. Qualitative analysis of these questions employed 

reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) to code the data and identify thematic trends, an approach 

commonly utilised in research concerning technology-enhanced learning and teaching (Evans 

et al., 2019; Goldsmith et al., 2022; Kirkwood & Price, 2014; Lai et al., 2022).  

    Initially conceptualised in their groundbreaking paper (Braun & Clarke, 2006), Braun and 

Clarke (2021), who initially proposed RTA, describe it as a technique for “developing, 

analyzing, and interpreting patterns across qualitative datasets, involving the coding and 

development of themes” (p. 73). RTA is positioned within the experiential qualitative 

tradition, emphasising the critical role of the researcher in understanding the subjective 

experiences of participants (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Willig, 2017).  

     Braun and Clarke (2006) outlined a six-phase protocol for RTA, encompassing: 

1. Familiarisation with the data 

2. Generation of initial codes 

3. Search for themes 

4. Review of themes 

5. Definition and naming of themes 

6. Compilation of the report     

 

     The analysis of the SALG data thus commenced with the familiarisation phase, which is 

crucial for understanding the data’s contextual nuances. Subsequently, the process shifted to 

coding, where relevant and intriguing text segments were identified and marked. This 

approach employed an inductive strategy, allowing themes and trends to naturally emerge 

from the data, rather than being determined a priori and constrained by preconceived 
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theoretical constructs (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). Following the coding phase, similar codes 

were amalgamated into overarching themes, each representing a specific pattern or meaning 

within the data set. As with the coding stage, an inductive approach was again utilised in 

order to allow themes to emerge from the data.  

     Recognising the active role of language, the coding process was underpinned by a 

reflective perspective of language. This perspective views language not merely as a 

descriptive tool of communication but as an active element of meaning making that is both 

influencing and being influenced by the research (Boyatzis, 1998; Hall, 1997). In other 

words, a participant’s choice of words, phrases, and discourse styles are not arbitrary; they 

carry weight and contribute to the framing of the interpretations. This was particularly crucial 

when working with EAL speakers so as to ensure cultural sensitivity and awareness of 

linguistic subtleties. For example, some students may lack the vocabulary to adequately 

express their intended meaning or may express themselves in terms that are generally less 

nuanced than they might have done in their preferred language. This approach further 

acknowledged that language barriers could affect both the content and the interpretation of 

participants’ responses. Subtle linguistic nuances or idiomatic expressions could lead to 

varied thematic codings, underscoring the need for a careful, context-sensitive analysis 

(Dörnyei, 2007; Richards, 2003).  

     Therefore, steps were taken during both the data collection and coding process to promote 

clarity and mutual understanding. The interview was conducted in a low stress environment 

in which participants were not pressured for a response. If clarification was required, the 

interviewer provided definitions of any unfamiliar vocabulary, rephrased questions in 

accessible language as necessary, and allowed participants to reformulate their responses to 

their satisfaction. In the analysis phase, careful consideration was given to potential linguistic 

nuances or cultural meanings that might not be immediately evident, ensuring that the themes 

generated accurately represented the participants' intended meanings. The active role of the 

researcher in facilitating this communication process fosters an inclusive environment. It 

plays a key role in building trust and ensuring that EAL speakers' diverse linguistic 

backgrounds are respected and accurately represented in research or educational contexts 

(Dörnyei, 2007, 2010). 

     Following the coding phase and the identification of themes, a two-tier review process 

was conducted to ascertain the analysis's robustness, as recommended by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985). Miles and Huberman (1994) also argued that this two-step review process is essential 
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for the refinement and potential reconfiguration of themes. This process first involved 

assessing the coherence of each theme to determine its internal relevance and consistency, 

and then this same process was followed across the entire dataset. The validated themes were 

finally defined, named, and delineated relevant to the research questions. The report of the 

data further substantiated each theme with exemplary extracts, as per the recommendations of 

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) and Saldaña (2021). 

   

Focus Group Interviews 

     Krueger (1994) stated that “focus groups produce qualitative data that provide insights 

into the attitudes, perceptions, and opinions of participants” (p. 19), and Kitzinger and 

Barbour (1999) observed that the qualitative data obtained in focus groups can “tease out the 

reasons for surprising or anomalous findings” (p. 6) in the quantitative data. This study aimed 

to accomplish both of these objectives through focus group interviews. In Iterations 2 and 3, 

focus groups were formed utilising a convenience sampling strategy, drawing from the 

students who had completed the SALG survey in that iteration. The invitation to participate 

in the focus groups was extended to all students who had responded to the SALG survey.  

     Fern’s (2001) recommendations for an active and direct moderating style in experiential 

focus groups were employed for the interview process with the aim to effectively “uncover 

shared experiences” (p. 85). To encourage open discussion and avoid stifling dissenting 

opinions, a complementary approach was adopted, as suggested by Liamputtong (2011). 

Kitzinger (1996) further recommended a semi-structured format which enables the moderator 

the flexibility to explore participant responses with depth and consideration. 

     The interview protocol was also calibrated to take into account the anticipated language 

proficiency of students with English as an additional language (Appendix B). The opening 

phase focused on a discussion of the students’ self-assessment of their English language 

proficiency, strengths, and weaknesses in academic written communication, and the strategies 

they employed to develop their language skills. The second phase shifted to a discussion of 

the students’ perception of the language expectations and demands of their coursework as 

well as their ability to navigate those demands throughout the term. These initial phases 

aimed to establish the context surrounding students’ understanding of their academic 

language skills and needs. The final phase centred on the OAWW and the degree to which 

the students found it useful for the language demands of their coursework and the extent they 

completed the activities.   
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     The interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim. In presenting the 

findings, quotations from respondents have been slightly modified to enhance readability. For 

example, fillers, repetitions, and backtracking have been omitted where they do not 

contribute to the meaning or the analysis, and the respondent’s grammar and syntax have 

been adjusted if it obstructed meaning. The essence and integrity of the participants’ 

statements have been carefully preserved. 

     As with the qualitative analysis of the SALG survey data, an RTA approach following the 

same protocols was utilised to analyse students’ responses.  

 

Limitations 

     The data collection methods utilised in this study—learning analytics, student self-

assessments, and focus groups—present several potential limitations. Learning analytics, 

while valuable for tracking observable behaviours such as module and task completion, may 

not fully capture the nuances of student engagement or the reasons behind their persistence. 

Additionally, student self-assessments and surveys rely heavily on self-reported data, which 

can be subjective and prone to biases such as social desirability or inaccurate self-perception. 

Focus groups, although useful for gaining in-depth insights into student emotions and 

cognitive processes, are limited by the small sample sizes and potential groupthink, where 

individual opinions may be influenced by dominant voices in the group. These limitations 

highlight the need for a mixed-methods approach to achieve a more comprehensive 

understanding of student engagement and learning outcomes. 

 

3.6.4 Stage 4 – Design Principles 

     The design principles derived from this project resulted from the insights gained during 

the process of designing and developing a TALS program. While the ideal outcome was of 

course a program that successfully engaged students with the OAWW, the primary objective 

of this project was to gain a deeper understanding of the actual development process itself. In 

other words, the development, testing, and refinement of the OAWW was, in essence, a 

vehicle to distil a deeper understanding of the procedures and challenges encountered during 

the creation of a TALS program. 

     The generation of the principles themselves was less a linear path towards an end-product, 

and more an exploratory expedition aimed at shedding light on the uncharted terrains of the 

TALS development process. This process entailed interpreting data, reflecting on findings, 
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and considering both the successes and failures of the design implementation. This phase 

included revisiting the literature, discussing findings with peers, and considering different 

theoretical perspectives. Eventually, generalised statements about TALS design were 

articulated. These were supported by empirical evidence from the study and linked the design 

features with the observed outcomes.  

    Consistent with recommendations from van den Akker (1999) and Plomp (2007), the 

design principles were heuristic in nature. Heuristic principles, rather than being predictive or 

explanatory in nature, offer instructive guidance, facilitating a deeper understanding of the 

process rather than simply describing or predicting outcomes. In line with this perspective, 

the design principles formulated during this project sought to provide clear, instructive 

directions. Their purpose was to offer valuable, actionable insights that could guide the 

design and development of TALS programs. 

 

3.7 Participants 

     This study of the OAWW was not conducted as a contrived or controlled experiment. 

Instead, it represents an active educational environment. This approach aligns with the 

fundamental ethos of DBR, which emphasises the importance of studying educational 

innovations within real-world contexts, rather than in isolation. As such, workshop 

participation was not exclusive or restrictive. Instead, it was open and accessible to any 

currently enrolled international student at Griffith University who utilised English as an 

additional language (EAL). This inclusivity ensured that the workshop could reach and 

benefit a broad range of students, thereby maximising its impact and effectiveness. 

     However, this open-access approach presented challenges in managing the demographics 

of the participants. As a result, a convenience sampling method was used for participant 

recruitment. This method, while efficient and cost-effective, has its limitations. As Yin 

(2015) points out, convenience samples can expedite the process of data collection and 

reduce costs, but these advantages may be offset by a lack of “completeness” in the data 

collected. This could introduce bias into the sample population, which must be taken into 

account when interpreting the results. Therefore, it is crucial that the findings are 

contextualised appropriately within the limitations of the sampling method. 

     A total of 1176 students participated in at least one iteration of the OAWW, with a subset 

of 63 students engaging with at least two iterations. No students participated in all three 
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iterations. A total of 101 students completed the learning gains surveys, and 12 students 

participated in the focus groups. More details of the number of participants is provided in the  

     The linguistic profile of the participants was diverse, as students identified with more than 

50 languages other than English as the primary language spoken at home. Chinese was the 

predominant language among this group, representing nearly half of the non-English 

speaking students. Following Chinese, the next largest language groups were Japanese and 

Korean, accounting for 7% and 5% of the non-English speaking students, respectively. It is 

important to note that students who identified English as their first language were not 

included in the data analysis. This exclusion criterion was implemented to focus the study’s 

scope on the experiences and outcomes of students with lower English proficiency levels, 

aligning the research more closely with the objectives of the OAWW. 

     The workshop was publicised through the in-degree, academic language enhancement 

continuants of the Griffith English Language Enhancement Strategy (GELES), namely the 

English Language Enhancement Course (ELEC), Post-Entry Language Assessment (PELE), 

and EnglishHELP programs. To encourage participation with the surveys and focus groups, a 

series of incentives were offered. For those who completed the survey, there was an 

opportunity to enter a draw for one of five $20 gift vouchers in each iteration, limited to one 

voucher per student. Focus group participants entered a draw for one of two $50 gift vouchers 

for each iteration of the workshop, again with a limit of one voucher per student. 

Additionally, refreshments were provided at the conclusion of the focus group sessions.  

 

3.8 Ethics 

     As this study involved humans as test subjects, an application to the university ethics 

committee was made and granted (GU Ref No 2017-255). Participation in the survey and 

focus groups was voluntary and the decision to participate did not impact upon the 

participants’ relationship with the University or any aspect of their studies or grades. 

Participants were free to withdraw from the study at any time. All Griffith students had 

equitable access to all material and functionality of the OAWW regardless of their 

participation in the survey or focus groups.  

     The anonymity of the participants was safeguarded, and all identifiable data was kept 

confidential and accessible only by the researcher. OAWW participants were not identifiable 

by the researcher, as learning analytics software tools collected activity and interaction in the 

OAWW anonymously. Even though expressed consent to collect anonymous learning 
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analytic data was not required, all students who accessed the OAWW were nonetheless 

expressly informed of the data collection process and also of the intension to use the data for 

research.  

     With regards to the SALG survey, an information and consent sheet regarding the research 

was provided prior to accessing the survey, and consent was assumed upon completion of the 

survey. Focus group volunteers were provided with an information sheet about the research, 

and written consent was sought and confirmed prior to the commencement of the focus group 

sessions. Focus group volunteers were also requested to respect the privacy of other group 

members. All data was de-identified prior to submission, and participants were only 

identified by a pseudonym. 

     All digital data was stored on University-approved, password-protected servers or on the 

password-protected personal drive of the researcher. 

 

3.9 Chapter Conclusion 

     This chapter has provided an exploration of DBR as a research methodology, highlighting 

the design cycle and the formulation of design principles. The research design presented in 

this chapter demonstrated how DBR contributes to the development of practical learning 

solutions, while simultaneously fostering a deeper understanding of learning and teaching 

practice. The utility of conjecture mapping was highlighted as a strategic tool that links 

theoretical propositions to empirical evidence. 

     The research design cycle that was mapped out in this chapter, a mixed-methods approach 

with an explanatory sequential design, was specifically chosen to examine student 

engagement with the OAWW. This approach allowed for an initial analysis of student 

interactions with the OAWW, followed by a deeper exploration of the motivations that 

underpin their specific usage patterns. Over three iterative stages, the research introduced and 

assessed different constructs of engagement—behavioural, emotional, and cognitive—using 

learning analytics, surveys, and focus group interviews. This methodical progression 

provided insights into not only how students interact with the OAWW but also why they 

engage in certain ways. The culmination of this research the was development of a set of 

design principles for TALS, grounded in the empirical data collected. These principles further 

served as a guide for construction of a framework for the design and development of TALS 

programs.  
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Chapter 4: Design Cycle – Stage 1 (Analysis of Literature) 
 

4.1 Introduction 

     Since the earliest integration of educational technologies into the language learning 

classroom, a robust body of literature has unceasingly explored its impact and efficacy. The 

proliferation of such research has been spurred by both the attraction and the potential that 

educational technology holds for learning and teaching practice. Nonetheless, this sheer 

breadth and diversity also engenders a complex overlay of multiple fields and domains, 

confusing the TALS design space—an issue that poses one of the key challenges in the field.  

     As the first stage of the design cycle, this chapter investigates a selection of the theoretical 

perspectives, concepts, and advancements that underpin ALL and TALS programs. It is 

imperative, however, to note that this examination is not all-encompassing, but rather 

intended to furnish the foundational principles that will guide the development of the Online 

Academic Writing Workshop (OAWW). Consequently, while certain salient areas of ALL 

theory and practice will not be outlined within this chapter so as to avoid rendering the 

review excessively comprehensive, the areas that are included are crucial to the design and 

development of the OAWW. This project has employed a narrative literature review as it 

allows for a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the complex co-evolution of 

relevant pedagogical theories and further enables a more flexible exploration of the literature.  

     The extant literature identifies two broad domains as potential sources of relevant 

theoretical perspectives: second language acquisition (SLA) and e-learning. Accordingly, the 

first segment of this chapter will concentrate on SLA, providing a comprehensive overview 

of its relevant history, critical concepts, and pedagogical implications that are relevant to 

TALS design and development. The latter half of this segment delves deeper into the 

pedagogical approaches to academic English, providing a more detailed examination of 

applied theory and practice in the field. 

     Subsequently, the second section surveys a range of prominent e-learning theories such as 

the cognitive load theory, cognitive theory of multimedia learning, self-determination theory, 

and the technology acceptance model (TAM), each discussed within the context of TALS. To 

conclude this chapter, a discussion on digital literacy is presented, highlighting its role in e-

learning and its implications for TALS design and development. 
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4.2 Theoretical Perspectives 

    The premise that technology-enhanced language programs should originate from rigorous 

pedagogical theory is uncontested (Chapelle, 2009; Ellis, 2004; Huh & Hu, 2006; Mayes & 

de Freitas, 2007; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). However, this rare scholarly consensus has not 

culminated in a unified perspective concerning which pedagogical theory to adopt (Blake, 

2013; Chapelle, 2009; Hampel, 2006; Hubbard & Levy, 2016; Stockwell, 2014; Yang, 2010). 

Furthermore, the literature has increasingly bifurcated into more and more refined niches, 

with Burston (1996) lamenting this proliferation as a serious burden that greatly complicates 

the task of tying theory to practice.  

     This challenge is compounded by the lack of native theories of technology-enhanced 

language learning (Hubbard & Levy, 2016; Stockwell, 2014). Instead, the theoretical 

underpinnings for these programs is typically adapted from related disciplines such as second 

language acquisition or broader education theories, resulting in program development heavily 

reliant on a complex nexus of interrelated ideas and approaches drawn from different fields of 

study (Berry, 2012; Clerehan et al., 2003; Hubbard & Levy, 2016; Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 

2011; Mort & Drury, 2012). Indeed, some of the most distinguished examples of TALS and 

online ALL programs in Australia are predicated on a blend of theories, models, and 

approaches (Chanock, 2013; Conroy, 2010; Drury & Jones, 2010; Mort & Drury, 2012; 

Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). Drury’s (2005) framework for 

transitioning writing instruction to digital environments drew on constructivist and 

phenomenographic approaches, systemic functional linguistics, and genre analysis. Wingate 

and Dreiss (2009) amalgamated constructivist theories, situated learning approaches, and 

academic literacies in the design and of their embedded writing program. Mort and Drury 

(2012) underpinned their online science report writing resource on “genre analysis and 

pedagogy in the Systemic Functional Linguistic (SFL) tradition” (p. 2). In a collaborative 

development of embedded academic language and learning material, Chanock (2013) drew 

from the academic literacies model and theories of situated learning, and Nallaya and 

Kehrwald’s (2013) website at University of South Australia is guided by the academic 

literacies model and constructivist learning theories.  

     While many of these studies may be inspiring for developers, they generally fail to offer a 

clear theoretical trajectory for TALS development more broadly. Levy (2002) commenting 

on this tension between theory and its application, acknowledged that the relationship 

between the two is not always linear or unambiguous. He did emphasise, however, the crucial 
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role of theory as a fundamental “baseline” to design (p. 71). Fortunately, the literature does 

offer some direction by pointing towards two broad domains of pertinent theory. The first is 

second language acquisition (SLA), which can be further divided into the pedagogical 

traditions of English for academic purposes (EAP) and academic literacies, and the second is 

e-learning (Blake, 2013; Blin, 2004; Conroy, 2010; Kerr, 2016; Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 

2011; Levy, 2002).  

     In the subsequent sections, each of these areas will be examined in more detail and with 

regards to their relevance and application in the context of TALS. 

 

4.2.1 Second Language Acquisition  

     Levy (2002) and Blake (2013) both have emphasised the importance of SLA theory in 

making informed pedagogical decisions about educational technologies and language 

learning. Both scholars advocated for a comprehensive understanding of SLA that 

encompasses its diverse theoretical and applied traditions. However, this would still be a vast 

area of the literature to cover. Despite SLA being a relatively recently established field of 

study, with its inception generally dated to sometime in the mid to late 1960s (Ellis, 1994), 

the discipline has made rapid advancements over the ensuing decades. Consequently, the 

extant literature is substantial. This review will therefore restrict itself to aspects most 

relevant to the context of TALS, first exploring SLA theory practice broadly before focussing 

specifically on the applied practice of teaching English for academic purposes. Through 

judiciously selected SLA theories and applied practices, the intention is to provide a 

comprehensive yet manageable overview, presenting meaningful insights without being 

overwhelmed by the breadth of the SLA literature. 

     Second language acquisition (SLA) is the study of the process through which individuals 

acquire languages beyond their native tongue (Gass & Selinker, 2008). It is distinct to, yet 

complementary with, English language teaching (ELT), and is concerned with the techniques, 

strategies, and methodologies that are most effective in helping learners acquire English. 

While ELT certainly draws on the findings from SLA research to inform teaching methods, 

the primary focus of ELT is on the practical application of SLA theory in the classroom. The 

relationship between these two closely related fields of study is complex, however, and the 

distinction is not always so clearly delineated. 

     Heavily influenced by Skinner’s behaviorist theories of education, early forays into 

second language teaching failed to provide valid or reliable models for either second 
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language acquisition or its teaching. Chomsky’s (1959) damning review of Skinner’s Verbal 

Behavior was the most famous of many attacks that would further undermine behaviourism, 

and soon after the publication of Chomsky’s article, behavioural approaches to language 

learning and teaching had been thoroughly discredited.  

     Chomsky’s own theories of generative grammar filled the vacuum left behind by 

behaviourism’s exit, and together with advances made at the time in cognitive psychology 

and cognitive linguistics, it subsequently inspired what is generally referred to as the 

cognitive approach (or cognitive method) to language teaching (Harris, 1993; Nunan, 1991). 

This approach focuses on mental processes (such as attention and memory) and conscious 

strategies (such as self-monitoring, learning strategies, communication skills) that a student 

utilises in language learning. The role of the teacher in this capacity is to facilitate language 

acquisition through review, attention direction, and explicit training of students in the 

relevant communication and learning strategies (Skehan, 1998).  

     Concurrent to (but also influenced by) the decline of behaviourism, second language 

teachers and practitioners pursued a separate line of inquiry throughout the 1960s and 1970s 

driven by the search for a teaching approach that “would work for all learners in all contexts 

… and solve the language teaching ‘problem’” (Nunan, 1991, p. 229). Many of these (e.g., 

the silent way, suggestopedia) were exotic and faddish and have been largely discarded 

(McDonough & Shaw, 2012; Nunan, 1991; Richards & Rodgers, 2014), but one of the most 

enduring teaching methodologies to arise from this era is that of communicative language 

teaching (CLT).  

     CLT is an aptly named teaching method that posits communication as the primary 

function of language, and the language instructor’s aim is therefore to provide learners with 

opportunities where genuine (as opposed to scripted or pre-rehearsed) communication can 

occur (Goldenberg, 2008). Today, CLT is one of the most common and well-known 

approaches in English language teaching, and provides the basis for internationally 

recognised certification programs, such as the Cambridge University Certificate in Teaching 

English to Adults (CELTA) (Anderson, 2018; Russell & Murphy-Judy, 2020).  

     CLT initially emerged out of Hymes’s (1972) descriptions of communicative competence, 

a term which he coined as a direct refutation of Chomsky’s (1965) abstruse distinction 

between linguistic performance (what one does with language) and linguistic knowledge 

(what one knows about language). In the same paper, Canale and Swain (1980) also made 

arguments for a communicative approach to teaching that have become the undergirding for 
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the modern CLT method in language learning classrooms. The two main tenants they 

proposed were: 1) the communication needs of the learner must be prioritised, and 2) all 

communicative activities must be meaningful and genuine. This deemphasis on a language 

learner’s grammatical proficiency in favour of communicative competencies was a distinct 

break from the traditional approach to language teaching and still holds significant sway 

across the English language teaching landscape today (Anderson, 2018; Guardado & Light, 

2020; Leung, 2005)  

     In addition to Hymes’s work, another key contributor to the evolution of CLT was the 

emergence of the notional-functional syllabus. First proposed by van Ek (1975) in her work 

with the Council of Europe and further developed most prominently by Wilkins (1976), the 

notional-functional syllabus is still the predominate organising principle for commercial 

English language textbooks and second language teaching programs today (Atkinson, 2021; 

Bondi, 2016; Brown, 2014; Russell & Murphy-Judy, 2020). A notion is a semantic-

grammatical category of language (e.g., time, possession, quantity, quality, etc.) and a 

function is a purposeful, communicative act (e.g., greeting, making an invitation, giving an 

excuse, etc.). In the classroom, for example, a notion might be interrogatives (e.g., inverted 

noun-verb question forms in English) and the function could be ‘discussing previous 

experiences’ (e.g., Have you read Vygotsky’s work before?). Organised around these near-

universal communicative constructs, the notional-functional syllabus provided second-

language instructors a practical roadmap for adopting a communicative approach in the 

classroom. 

     From a theoretical perspective, CLT is deeply rooted in the early work of Krashen. In the 

mid-1970s, Krashen applied Chomsky’s theories of grammar to the second language 

classroom—an area that Chomsky largely ignored—and postulated a series of hypotheses, 

which eventually become known as the monitor model and was further developed into the 

natural approach (Krashen, 1979; Krashen, 1992). Controversial and continuously 

challenged over the past four decades, Krashen’s model, and in particular his input 

hypothesis, has nonetheless had a sustained and substantial influence on the fields of SLA 

and ELT (Blake, 2013; Krashen, 1977, 1992; Russell & Murphy-Judy, 2020). The input 

hypothesis postulated that in order for a learner to acquire a second language, it was 

necessary for the learner to be exposed to language that was actually comprehensible to them. 

Krashen argued that classroom activities should therefore comprise language that is no more 

than slightly more advanced than a learner’s current proficiency level. Seemingly self-evident 
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in today’s educational context, this emphasis on learner-specific input was nonetheless a 

sharp contrast to the highly de-contextualised, listen-and-repeat language teaching drills 

employed by the behaviourists of the time.  

     Krashen’s input hypothesis has since begotten a lineage of offspring that have 

progressively been woven into a texture of heuristic maxims within CLT, such as Long’s  

(1981) interaction hypothesis that asserts both comprehensible input and communicative 

interaction as necessary prerequisites for language acquisition; Swaine’s (1985) 

comprehensible output hypothesis, essentially the corollary to Krashen’s hypothetical, stating 

that in addition to comprehensible input, the production of comprehensible output is a 

necessary condition for successful second language acquisition; and Schmidt’s (1990) 

noticing hypothesis, which emphasised the necessity of directing learner attention to 

comprehensible input in the language learning process. Taken together, this medley of 

theories advocates strongly for learners not as passive recipients of classroom language but 

rather as active participants in a genuine communicative exchange. 

     Like many educational approaches developed in the 1960s and 70s, CLT was also heavily 

influenced by the west’s discovery of the Soviet constructivist educationalist, Vygotsky, and 

by the 1990s, language teachers and researchers, particularly in the area of computer-assisted 

language learning (CALL), begun to adopt a constructivist posture and its associated 

methodologies in their approaches to both teaching and conducting research (Levy, 1998).   

     Constructivism as a philosophy of education is derived from two main branches: one 

stemming from the psychologist Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, and the other from 

Vygotsky’s work in cultural-historical psychology (Brown, 2014; Gass & Selinker, 2008; 

Kaufman, 2004; Marsden et al., 2013). While Piaget’s theory focused on how a learner 

constructs knowledge internally through the incorporation of new ideas into their own 

personal experience, Vygotsky’s socio-cultural learning theories foregrounded social 

interaction as a vehicle for the co-construction of knowledge, with the role of a 

mentor/teacher to facilitate interactive collaboration while concurrently providing guidance 

as needed (Lantolf et al., 2015).  

     Within the fields of SLA and language teaching, constructivism and socio-cultural 

psychology have had their own distinctive and intertwined evolutionary development 

(Brown, 2014; Frawley & Lantolf, 1985; Kaufman, 2004; Levy, 1998). In the literature, there 

is a tendency to distinguish between these two traditions terminologically, employing the 

more general term constructivism for the Piagetian branch and the term socio-culturalism 
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(and sometimes socio-constructivism) specifically for the Vygotskian branch (e.g., Duff, 

2007; Lantolf et al., 2015; Levy & Stockwell, 2006; Lightbown & Spada, 1999; Warschauer, 

2006).  

      The influence of constructivism on communicative language teaching is clearly evident:  

the emphasis on authentic learning tasks, the positioning of learners as active and reflective 

participants, and the promotion of learner-to-learner collaboration (Chen, 2010; Clark & 

Mayer, 2016). Within TALS specifically, Vygotskian constructivism has also had a notably 

strong influence. Arkoudis and Starfield (2007) and Wang (2016) both cite Vygotsky’s 

theories and views as a central pillar of academic language and learning, and Moonsamy and 

Mupawose (2021) argue that Vygotskian constructivism is foundational to academic 

language and learning. Clerehan et al. (2003), Mort and Drury (2012), and Murray and 

Nallaya (2014) all reference Vygotsky’s socio-constructivism as the undergirding for their 

TALS programs, specifically mentioning (or describing) his concepts of zone of proximal 

development and situated learning. It is important to note that there is also a tendency in 

education—as all of the above studies do—to cite the 1979 publication Mind in society: the 

development of higher psychological processes, which might better be described as an 

interpretation of Vygotsky by its editors rather than an actual direct translation of his theories 

and work. Levy (1998) and Duff (2007) have gone as far as to label this particular offshoot of 

socio-constructivism as “neo-Vygotskyism”. 

    The contemporary prevalence of constructivist framings for both SLA research and 

practical application in the classroom illustrates the trajectory of second language education 

from a mechanistic perspective to one that recognises both the socially situated nature of 

language learning as well as the learner as an active participant in the learning process. This 

shift in the theoretical landscape has also directly impacted pedagogical approaches in 

teaching English for academic purposes and academic language and learning support. Instead 

of rote memorisation and prescriptive grammar exercises, emphasis is now placed on 

communicative competence, critical thinking, and the negotiation of meaning. Likewise, 

teaching strategies are designed to stimulate interaction and engagement, with a focus on 

tasks that mirror real-life academic and professional language use situations. 

    Table 8 provides an overview of the key pedagogical approaches discussed, showcasing 

their principal theorists and fundamental theories or concepts associated with each approach. 

These theories and concepts align closely with those identified as critical to language learning 

across various scholarly works (Ellis, 1997; Lightbown, 2000; Nunan, 1991; Selwyn, 2022; 
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Thornbury, 2014). Returning to these first principles is imperative, as foundational theories 

provide a robust framework for understanding the complex interplay between technology, 

pedagogy, and language acquisition. For example, Long’s interaction hypothesis underscores 

the importance of active participation on the part of learners in facilitating language learning. 

Similarly, Swain’s comprehensible output hypothesis highlights the need for learners to 

produce language as a means to process linguistic forms and functions more deeply. 

However, these fundamental principles are often overlooked in the rapid development and 

deployment of TALS programs, a lapse that can be detrimental to learning outcomes.  

 
Table 8 
Pedagogical Approaches and Associated Concepts in SLA  

School Theorist Associated Concept Explanation 

Behaviourism Skinner (1957) operant conditioning 
learning is a behaviour that occurs through 
reward and punishment  

Cognitivist 
Approach 

Chomsky 
(1959) 

generative grammar 
linguistic abilities arise from innate mental 
structures. 

Krashen (1977) input hypothesis 
language acquisition occurs when learners 
are exposed to comprehensible input. 

Swain (1985) output hypothesis 
language acquisition requires not just input, 
but productive use of language. 

Long (1981) interaction hypothesis 
conversational interaction is key to 
language acquisition 

Schmidt (1990) noticing hypothesis 
learners need to consciously notice 
language features to learn them 

Communicative  
Language 
Teaching 

Hymes (1972) 
communicative 
competence 

language proficiency includes not only 
grammatical knowledge but also the ability 
to use language appropriately in social 
situations. 

van Ek (1975) 
notional-functional 
syllabus 

a syllabus design which organised around 
notions or ideas and the language functions 
needed to express them. 

Canale & Swain 
(1980) 

communicative 
language teaching 

approach that emphasises interaction as 
both the means and the goal of language 
learning 

Socio-
culturalism 

Vygotsky 
(1979) 

zone of proximal 
development 

the gap between what a learner can do 
without help and what they can do with 
assistance 

 

 

Pedagogical Approaches to Academic Language and Learning. 

     Hyland and Shaw (2016) distinguished the general study of English language from the 

specific study of academic English, more commonly known in Australia as English for 

academic purposes (EAP), with the latter being “focus[ed] on the communicative needs and 
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practices of individuals working in academic contexts” (p. 1). However, terms such as EAP, 

academic language and learning, academic literacy (singular), and academic literacies 

(plural) are regularly used with interchangeable, overlapping, or even contrasting definitions 

throughout the literature (Catterall & Ireland, 2010; Hyland, 2006; Li, 2017; McCulloch & 

Horák, 2019; Roche, 2017; Tribble, 2017; Wingate & Tribble, 2012).  

    The wide variety of labels for academic English likely arise from the fact that it is 

challenging to define. These definitions have veered from the extremely broad to the 

exceedingly precise. For example, Cumming et al. (2016) rather blandly described academic 

English as the language used in academic institutions and Scarcella (2003) tautologically as 

language that has “the specific linguistic features associated with academic disciplines” (p. 

9). Hyland (2006) more precisely defined it as the “specialised language … grounded in the 

social, cognitive and linguistic demands of academic target situations” (p. 2),  

    Francis et al. (2006) argued that it is unlikely a single model or construct will be able to 

fully define academic English. reflecting this view, a number of conceptual frameworks have 

been presented in the literature, with one of the earliest proposed by Macken-Horarik et al. 

(2006). Their framework, which was later refined by Murray (2010), conceptualised 

academic communication as a tripartite construct, comprising academic literacies, 

professional literacies and English language proficiency (ELP) (Figure 14). In this model, 

ELP is specifically positioned as a foundational “prerequisite” (Murray, 2010, p. 58) for a 

student to develop higher order academic skills, and literacies is intentionally pluralised to 

acknowledge the diversity of communicative and academic language practices (Li, 2017; 

Street, 1998; Turner, 2012). This framework suggested a need for holistic educational 

approaches that integrate language proficiency with academic and professional skill 

development. 

     Harper et al. (2011) re-conceptualised this as a model of overlapping domains comprising 

academic, professional, and everyday literacies (Figure 15). In their model, a “generic core” 

represents a commonality of lexis, semantics, and syntax that is shared between the three 

domains, but as the domains become more contextually specialised, facets (such as register, 

lexicon, nuance, and discourse) consequently become “richer, more diverse, and more 

refined” (Harper et al., 2011, p. 46). In contrast to Murray, Harper et al. argued that students 

at any language proficiency level possess “linguistic capital”, and thus there is no language 

proficiency “threshold” (p. 41) required for participation in academic communication.  
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Figure 14 
Concepulisation of Tripartite Model for Academic Communication 

 
Note. From “English Language Perplexity: articulating the tensions in the DEEWR ‘Good Practice Principles’,” 
by R. Harper, S. Prentice, & K. Wilson, 2011, The International Journal of the First Year in Higher Education, 
2(1), p. 44. Reprinted under Creative Commons license. 
 
Figure 15  
A Model of Tertiary Literacies 

 
 
Note. From “English Language Perplexity: articulating the tensions in the DEEWR ‘Good Practice Principles’,” 
by R. Harper, S. Prentice, & K. Wilson, 2011, The International Journal of the First Year in Higher Education, 
2(1), p. 45. Reprinted under Creative Commons license. 
 

     In a number of ways, Murray’s model, with its focus on language proficiency, and Harper 

et al.’s model, with its emphasis on broader academic practices and identities, reflect how the 

current ALL landscape in Australian higher education is currently being shaped by the 

convergence of two pedagogical traditions: English for academic purposes (EAP) and 

academic literacies (Breen, 2019; Flowerdew, 2019; Liu & Hu, 2021; McCulloch & Horák, 

2019). These two analogous, but not entirely congruent pedagogical approaches to ALL are 

now becoming increasingly intertwined (Li, 2017; Williams, 2019; Wingate & Tribble, 

2012).  

    While EAP initially developed as an English as a second language teaching practice within 

the English for specific purposes (ESP) movement (Charles, 2013; Hyland, 2006), academic 

literacies was developed as an approach to academic language enhancement for native 
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English-speaking, tertiary students in Britain and South Africa (Hyland, 2006; Lea & Street, 

1998). The labelling of these two broad perspectives as EAP and academic literacies would 

undoubtedly be contested, but this particular nomenclature provides a constructive lens for an 

understanding of how these traditions originated, evolved, and are now co-evolving. 

 

English for Academic Purposes. 

     In Australia, over 90 language colleges, including nearly all Australian universities, offer 

some form of EAP course or workshop (Association of Academic Language and Learning, 

2019; English Australia, 2019). Many of these courses are undertaken before entering a 

university degree program with completion of requisite academic English study being a 

common direct entry pathway into university studies and allowing students with English as 

an additional language (EAL) to bypass the more traditional route of taking an English 

language proficiency exam, such as the IELTS test, to satisfy language entry requirements 

(Breen, 2019). The specific focus and study of academic English has thus become a highly 

popular program of choice for higher education-bound international students globally 

(Barthel, 2013).      

     The coining of the term EAP has been attributed to Tim Johns in a 1974 conference paper 

(Hyland, 2006), and its development as a learning and teaching practice has generally 

increased in sophistication from a nascent focus on technical vocabulary and essay writing to 

its current emphasis on criticality in academic discourses (Benesch, 2001; Hyland, 2006; Li, 

2017). Within this trajectory, Tribble (1996, 2009) identified three distinct “traditions” (p. 

442): intellectual/rhetorical, social/genre, and academic literacies, which Hyland (2006) 

labelled more prosaically as skills-based, text-based, and critical EAP. Rather than a seamless 

transition from one paradigm to the next, or that one tradition subsumed its predecessor, each 

tradition has continuously exchanged ideas, approaches, and techniques with its fraternal 

strands. This is particularly the case in classroom practice where instructors are often eager 

for novel teaching ideas and activities. Nonetheless, it is constructive and edifying to examine 

each of these traditions discretely.  

     In a skills-based (or intellectual/rhetorical) approach, academic English is often defined in 

terms of student capabilities as an accumulation of “linguistic conventions and academic 

skills that they need for their university study” (Terraschke & Wahid, 2011, p. 174). There is 

a primary focus on the teaching of specific communication strategies and skills so as to 

provide students with the competencies needed to accomplish different tasks within academic 
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contexts, such as convey knowledge, build an argument, and present evidence. Pre-tertiary 

preparatory programs, commercial academic English textbooks, and academic language 

support have been robust adopters of this approach (e.g., Hamp-Lyons & Heasley, 2006; 

Harmer, 2007; Hogue & Oshima, 2005; McCarter & Jakes, 2009; Queensland University of 

Technology, 2019). In describing their English for Academic Purposes 2 tertiary pathways 

course, the Queensland University of Technology International College provides a typical 

example of expected learning outcomes for skills-based courses: 

• develop your academic writing skills so you can produce quality essays and reports, 

• gather practical skills such as note-taking strategies and how to reference, 

• learn how to conduct academic research through the library and on the internet, 

• build your confidence speaking in an academic setting and giving presentations, 

• be better prepared to achieve academic success in your further studies at QUT. 

(Queensland University of Technology, 2019, para. 2) 

 

     One of the most commonly identified deficiencies of the skills-based approach is that it 

tends to focus narrowly on discrete skills, such as lexis and grammar, without considering the 

larger context within academic communication. This approach may further lead to a lack of 

authenticity in the classroom and may not prepare students for the complex demands of 

academic communication. Another potential drawback is that it may not adequately address 

the social and cultural dimensions of academic communication, inhibiting students from 

developing an understanding of the rhetorical conventions, social norms, and cultural 

expectations that underpin academic discourse (Chanock, 2012; Lea & Street, 2006; Tribble, 

2015; Wingate & Tribble, 2012). 

     The social/genre approach (or text-based approach) emerged as a response to the 

perceived inadequacies of skills-based EAP. Based on early work on register in systemic 

functional linguistics by Halliday et al. (1964) and Halliday (1978) later work in genre 

analysis by Martin (1984) and Swales (1990), this approach emphasises the social and 

rhetorical conventions of academic discourse, establishing the parameters of common genres 

(e.g., IMRaD reports, lab reports, academic essays) and situating academic language within 

the context of disciplinary practices (Flowerdew, 2017; Hinkel, 2004; Nasseri, 2020). There 

have also been efforts in genre studies to explicitly identify the most commonly used words 

in academia through detailed examination of corpora (Lin et al., 2017; Tribble, 2017), for 

example the Academic Word List out of Victoria University of Wellington (Coxhead, 2000).  
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     Despite its benefits, the genre approach may overlook essential rhetorical and 

communicative strategies for successful academic communication. Furthermore, the genre 

approach has been criticised for reinforcing existing power structures in academia by 

emphasising conformity to conventions and disciplinary norms (Benesch, 2001; Lea & Street, 

1998; Lillis & Curry, 2010). Critical EAP emerged as a response to these perceived 

deficiencies with traditional EAP approaches (Benesch, 2001; Hyland, 2019; Starfield, 2019; 

Tribble, 2017). A need was recognised for a more socially conscious and critical approach 

that addressed the power dynamics, ideologies, and social issues inherent in academic 

discourse (Benesch, 2001; Hyland, 2006; Tribble, 2015).  

     Critical EAP attempts to integrate these critical perspectives into the learning and teaching 

of academic English. Early proponents emphasised the recognition of the socio-political 

nature of language, the development of learners’ skills to question and challenge dominant 

ideologies, and the promotion of social justice (Benesch, 2001). Harwood and Hadley (2004) 

contrasted pragmatic EAP and critical EAP, with the former focused on the teaching and 

learning of academic discourse to provide “access to power” and the later on critiquing 

academic discourse with the aim to provide “exploration of diversity” (p. 358). New tools 

developed in the critical discourse analysis movement provided the framework for this 

exploration (e.g., Fairclough, 1989; van Dijk, 1993). However, the emphasis on critique may 

detract from the practical language skills students need to succeed in their academic studies. 

Further, some students may primarily need or prefer only functional language acquisition and 

may not be interested in deep critical analysis of discourse. 

    The evolution of EAP reveals the complexities of learning and teaching in academic 

contexts, with each established tradition—skills-based, text-based, and critical—representing 

a different lens through which to understand and engage with the linguistic demands of 

academia. While these approaches differ, they are not wholly separate entities; rather, they 

have intertwined over time, creating a tapestry of pedagogical strategies for EAP instruction. 

Each approach has its strengths and weaknesses, and each responds to the limitations of its 

predecessors, shaping a robust and holistic approach to EAP. 

     Table 9 provides a comparative overview of skill-based, text-based, and critical EAP, 

delineating their primary focus, underlying assumptions, instructional practices, and potential 

criticisms. 
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Table 9 
Skill-Based, Text-Based, and Critical Approaches to EAP 

 Skill-based EAP Text-based EAP Critical EAP 

Focus 

Four skills (listening, 
speaking, reading, writing) 
and grammar in academic 
context 

Analysis of academic texts, 
discourses, and genre 
structures 

Power relations, identity, 
and ideology in academic 
practices 

Assumptions 
Language proficiency is the 
main barrier to academic 
success 

Understanding the 
conventions of academic 
genres leads to success 

Academic practices are 
inherently ideological 

Method 
Direct instruction and 
practice of language skills 

Text analysis and text 
production exercises 

Discussion, reflection, and 
critique of academic 
discourses 

Critique 
Oversimplification of 
language and academic 
practices 

Limited attention to the 
social and ideological 
aspects of academic practices 

May not provide enough 
practical language and 
academic skills 

 

Academic Literacies. 

    Alongside EAP in Australian higher education, the other prominent framework in 

academic English language and learning support is the academic literacies model. While EAP 

is typically more prevalent in pre-entry and university pathway programs, the academic 

literacies model is often the predominant framework utilised in concurrent tertiary academic 

support programs (Ashton-Hay et al., 2021; Barrett-Lennard & Dunworth, 2011; Barthel, 

2013; Nallaya & Hobson, 2021; Podorova et al., 2019). Despite originating from different 

contexts, these two paradigms have demonstrated an increasing convergence. Following a 

very similar evolutionary trajectory as that of EAP, the academic literacies approach has also 

evolved from a nascent focus on study skills to a critical focus on socio-cultural power 

structures within academia.  

     Building on work in new literacy studies, academic literacies was first introduced in a 

seminal paper by Lea and Street (1998) and developed out of a reaction against remedial 

approaches to tertiary academic language support. In later work, Lea and Street (2006) 

presented the academic literacies model, incorporating the two traditional models of 

academic study skills and academic socialisation with their own proposal for an “academic 

literacies” approach. While it is not uncommon for the academic literacies model to be 

presented as a nested construct (as in Figure 16), the interactions between these constituents 

are more dynamic and complex than is implied by this simplified representation (Lillis & 

Tuck, 2016). This representation however does offer practical value as a useful conceptual 
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tool for educators to design scaffolded resources that encompass the multi-faceted nature of 

academic literacies. 

 
Figure 16 
Academic Literacies as a Nested Model 

 
 

     The academic skills approach, or study skills approach as it is sometimes referred to, is 

analogous to the skills-based approach of EAP and involves the teaching of specific 

communication strategies and skills (such as note-taking, referencing, and paraphrasing) that 

are seen as essential to academic success. Like the skills-based approach to EAP, academic 

skills is most often criticised for being overly simplistic and not adequately preparing 

students for the complexities of academic discourse (Ashton-Hay et al., 2018; Hill et al., 

2010; Murray & Nallaya, 2014; Wingate, 2006). Its reliance on constructed exercises means 

that much of the learning materials are generic in nature, decontextualised from authentic 

discourse, and divorced from disciplinary context (Arkoudis & Starfield, 2007; Chanock, 

2007; Starfield, 2019; Wingate, 2006).  

     Eventually, the study skills approach was deemed insufficient for addressing the vast 

range of sociolinguistic techniques required by students. As a result, the academic 

socialisation model emerged and re-cast the student in the role of an apprentice to the 

academy. This model acknowledges the importance of students understanding and adapting 

to the norms, values, and conventions of academic discourse. Under this model, academic 

support services have evolved to include provisions such as peer-assisted learning and 

mentorship programs, promoting interactive learning and integrating students into academic 

communities of practice. The marker of a ‘successful’ student is not only measured by 

mastering specific study skills but also by acquiring the ability to construct and articulate 

knowledge in a manner that aligns with the accepted practices of the relevant academic 

discourse community (Hyland, 2006; Lea & Street, 1998; Wingate, 2006). 

Academic Literacies

Academic Socialisation

Academic Skills



74 

   

 

     While the academic socialisation model brought significant advancements to language 

support in higher education, it too was found to have limitations. In particular, while it 

acknowledged the varying value assigned to different discourse practices in higher education, 

it struggled to effectively address the opaque and ever-evolving nature of these discourses, 

for example the shifting discourses in essay writing, oral presentations, groupwork 

discussions.  

     Even in seemingly straightforward contexts such as emails, each of these has its own 

distinct set of expectations and conventions. Furthermore, Lea and Street (1998) 

demonstrated that these shifts in language convention occur not only between different 

disciplinary fields and academic genres but can even vary between instructors within the 

same department. Such complexity posed significant challenges to the academic socialisation 

model, as it intensifies the difficulty for students to transfer the acquired language skills and 

knowledge from one context to another (Lea & Street, 1998, 2006; Leu & Kinzer, 2000; 

Street, 1998; Wingate, 2006). 

     Recognising that academic communication involves more than just mastering skills or 

conventions, an academic literacies perspective encompasses navigating, questioning, and 

potentially challenging the power dynamics and ideologies embedded in academic discourse 

(Hyland, 2006; Lea & Street, 1998). These dynamics can be seen in the way certain voices, 

perspectives, or methodologies are privileged over others or in what is considered valuable or 

valid knowledge. For example, quantitative methodologies are often seen as more rigorous 

than qualitative research, and Western epistemologies and perspectives are often prioritised in 

academic discourse, potentially marginalising non-Western ways of knowing and 

understanding the world (Creely et al., 2021). Consequently, an academic literacies approach 

focuses on the context-dependent nature of academic communication, emphasising the need 

for students to develop a critical awareness of various communication practices encountered 

in academic settings, as well as the social and cultural aspects of academic discourse. 

     The approach however has been criticised for being overly theoretical and abstract, and 

lacking in instructional processes (Hyland, 2006; Lillis & Tuck, 2016; Wingate & Tribble, 

2012). Hamp-Lyons (2015) in particular argued that ALL has skewed too heavily towards 

theory, to the detriment of its practical utility by students.  

     Lea and Street themselves, however, do not view the three approaches to ALL as mutually 

exclusive or even necessarily incompatible, arguing that any construct for student academic 

language enhancement should be understood from multiple perspectives simultaneously (Lea 
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& Street, 1998, 2006). Accordingly, Lea (2004) proposed a “pedagogy for course design” (p. 

739) that offered a set of heuristic design principles for the applying the academic literacies 

model in classroom practice. Lea’s principles emphasised the importance narrowing the 

divide between students’ expectations and those of their tutors, promoting proactive student 

involvement, and embedding literacies and technological tools into course design and design.  

     Table 10 provides a comparative overview of the academic skills, socialisation, and 

literacies approaches, delineating their primary focus, underlying assumptions, instructional 

practices, and potential criticisms. 

 
Table 10 
Academic Skills, Socialisation, and Literacies Approaches to ALL 

 Academic Skills Academic Socialisation Academic Literacies 

Focus 
Technical language skills 
in academic context 

Familiarisation with culture 
and conventions of academic 
discourse 

Academic literacy as social 
practice; power dynamics, 
identities, and ideologies in 
academic practices 

Assumptions 
Language proficiency is 
the main barrier to 
academic success. 

Immersion and engagement 
in the academic community 
lead to proficiency. 

Academic practices are 
inherently ideological. 

Method 
Direct instruction and 
practice of language skills 

Integration of students into 
academic communities 
through participation in 
academic discourses 

Interactive, participatory, 
reflective learning activities, 
critical examination of 
academic practices 

Critique 

May oversimplify 
language learning and fail 
to account for socio-
cultural aspects of 
academic literacy 

May neglect individual 
student needs and diversity, 
assuming a homogeneous 
academic culture 

May neglect the importance 
of technical skills and 
assume a high level of 
critical thinking ability 

 

Summary of Second Language Acquisition. 

     The pedagogical landscape of academic English in the Australian higher education context 

has undergone significant evolution over time, reflecting the changing dynamics of education 

and the diverse needs of learners. This evolutionary trajectory has ushered in distinct 

pedagogical approaches, each contributing its unique perspectives and instructional tools. 

Consequently, theoretical work in the field has become both more refined and more 

brachiated, resulting in an abundance of theories and methods that often overlap, 

complement, and even contradict each other.  

    This profusion, while enriching, can also be bewildering and overwhelming, leading some 

to advocate for a post-methods approach that refrains from rigid, dogmatic adherence to a 

single paradigm. Termed “principled pragmatism” by Kumaravadivelu (1994), or more 
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poetically as “principled eclecticism” by Larsen-Freeman (2000, p. 281), a post-methods 

approach is characterised by a flexibility that adapts to the diverse needs of students, the 

specifics of their context, and the particular learning objectives at hand. Indeed, this 

flexibility would support students in developing a robust, versatile set of academic language 

skills, while simultaneously fostering an understanding of the cultural and discursive 

complexities of academia. 

     Having explored the evolution and diversification of pedagogical approaches to academic 

language and learning in the Australian higher education context, the next section will 

explore relevant theories and concepts in e-learning and the implications for TALS design. 

 

4.2.2 E-Learning 

     Mayes and de Freitas (2007) have argued that e-learning is not a “new model of learning” 

but rather a “new model of education” (p. 3). This subtle distinction repositions digital 

technologies not as drivers of pedagogical change per se, but as tools leveraged for 

educational organisation and delivery. This insistence that technology does not drive 

pedagogy resonates throughout the literature (Beetham, 2007; Clark & Mayer, 2016; Corder, 

1966; Hubbard & Levy, 2016; Stockwell, 2014). Indeed, many aspects of the learning 

experience remain consistent across modalities. E-learning jargon such as cross-pollination, 

loading the next trigger, variable rewards, and gamification are essentially modern labels for 

time-tested classroom practices, affirming the view that technology is not a fundamental 

disruptor of pedagogical models, but a tool that enhances educational delivery and 

organisation. But as Levy (2000) pragmatically countered, “technology always makes a 

difference” (p. 190). Kerr (2016) echoed this sentiment, even suggesting that the imperatives 

of the digital user experience would overshadow long-established learning principles, 

relegating them to the role of “second fiddle” (para. 23).  

     Fawns (2018, 2022), however, contended that “technology and education drive each 

other” (Fawns, 2018, p. 136) and characterised their relationship as inexorably “entangled” 

(Fawns, 2020, 711). Indeed, the binary view of pedagogy and technology is increasingly 

being interrogated and challenged (Green et al., 2020; Oliver, 2011; Rapanta et al., 2020; 

Selwyn, 2022). A clear implication is that established educational theories and constructs 

demand a re-examination and more nuanced understanding that considers the transformative 

influence of technology on pedagogical practices. 
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     For instance, specific cognitive learning theories have gained significance in the e-

learning design space, such as the cognitive load theory (Sweller et al., 1998) and the 

cognitive theory of multimedia learning (Mayer, 2001) (Hew et al., 2019). Furthermore, 

psychological theories of motivation, especially self-determination theory (SDT) merit 

particular attention in the context of TALS programs, given their self-directed nature (Gagné 

& Roca, 2008; Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022; Reeve, 2022). An understanding of these 

theories can yield deep insights into how intrinsic and extrinsic motivations shape learners’ 

engagement in digital learning environments. The technology acceptance model (TAM) 

further complements an understanding of user motivation and engagement with resources, 

clarifying the factors that influence learners’ acceptance and use of technology in educational 

settings. Finally, the critical role of digital literacy skills in e-learning should not be 

overlooked. These skills, essential for navigating and effectively utilising digital resources, 

profoundly impact learners’ experiences and outcomes in e-learning environments. 

     As the landscape of education continues to be transformed by digitalisation, these 

principles, which may have been less emphasised in conventional, face-to-face contexts, have 

gained increased prominence due to the unique influences that digital resources exert on the 

learning experience. The subsequent sections will systematically examine each of these in 

turn, with particular focus on their unique relevance and implications for TALS design. 

Moreover, this analysis seeks to highlight the interplay among these principles, indicating 

that their combined effect exceeds their individual impacts. The primary objective here is not 

just to illuminate the distinct roles these principles play, but also to understand how they 

collectively contribute to the design and delivery of TALS programs in an increasingly 

digitalised educational landscape. 

 

Cognitive Load Theory. 

     Sweller’s (1988) cognitive load theory (CLT) is a theory from educational psychology that 

focuses on the mental effort required to learn new information. In his seminal paper 

introducing CLT, Sweller (1988) first discussed the impact of cognitive load on problem-

solving and learning, before more explicitly defining intrinsic, extraneous, and germane 

cognitive load in later work (Sweller et al., 1998). Intrinsic cognitive load refers to the 

inherent difficulty of the material being learned; extraneous load the mental effort required to 

process information unrelated to the learning task; and germane load the mental effort to 

integrate new information into existing knowledge structures. Learning is thus most effective 
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when instructional materials minimise extraneous cognitive load while optimising intrinsic 

and germane cognitive load. 

     There are a number of implications of Sweller’s theory for TALS design. Firstly, TALS 

design should be clear and concise to avoid unnecessary distractions, such as excessive 

animations, irrelevant images, or complex navigation structures in order to minimise 

extraneous cognitive load. In addition, content or information should be presented in a 

coherent and organised manner to direct learner attention towards essential learning tasks. 

Complex language concepts or tasks should be also broken down into smaller, more 

manageable parts to optimise intrinsic load. Task complexity can increase as learners gain 

proficiency, ensuring that the material remains challenging but not overwhelming. Finally, 

opportunities for learners to engage with practice, feedback, and reflection should be 

incorporated in order to foster germane cognitive load. Activities that promote the integration 

of new information into existing knowledge structures, such as concept mapping, would be 

particularly beneficial.  

 

Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning. 

     Mayer’s highly influential work in multimedia design has expanded on Sweller’s work by 

emphasising the role of information design and presentation in mediating the efficacy of 

learners’ information processing. Mayer posits that learning is optimised when multimedia 

elements are crafted to reduce cognitive load, thereby enhancing the learning experience. As 

Mayer (2009) observed, “the design of multimedia environments should be compatible with 

how people learn” (p. 60). 

     Mayer’s principles are grounded in his own cognitive theory of multimedia learning 

(Mayer, 2001), a framework that addresses how people learn in multimedia environments. 

The theory is based on three fundamental assumptions, each one focused on an integral facet 

of cognitive processing. The first, the dual-channel assumption, acknowledges that humans 

have distinct channels for processing visual and auditory information (Paivio, 1986). These 

channels operate independently but can interact during the learning process. The second 

assumption, the limited capacity assumption, posits that each channel has a finite capacity for 

processing information at any given time, implying that cognitive overload may result if an 

excessive amount of information is presented simultaneously, thereby impeding the learning 

process (Sweller et al., 2011). The final assumption, the active processing assumption, 

proposes that effective learning transpires when learners actively engage in selecting, 
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organising, and integrating pertinent information from both visual and auditory channels 

(Mayer, 2009). 

     Drawing from these foundational assumptions, Mayer (2009) formulated a comprehensive 

suite of design principles specifically tailored to enhance the construction of digital learning 

materials (Table 11). Each of these design principles is anchored in an understanding of how 

to harmonise instructional design with cognitive function. For instance, some principles 

address the mitigation of overload by reducing extraneous cognitive load (e.g., coherence, 

personalisation, and spatial contiguity principles), while others focus on fostering meaningful 

learning through the effective utilisation of both the auditory and visual channels (modality, 

multimedia, and redundancy principles). Still, others guide the sequencing and pacing of 

instructional materials to optimise cognitive engagement and information retention (pre-

training, segmenting, signalling, and temporal contiguity principles).  

 
Table 11 
Mayer’s Principles of Multimedia Design  

Principle Deeper learner occurs when… 
Coherence  extraneous materials are eliminated 

Modality  graphics are described with audio rather than text 

Multimedia  
two multimedia elements (e.g., audio/visual) are combined, rather than one alone 
(e.g., textual only) or three together simultaneously (e.g., audio/visual/textual)  

Personalisation  there is a high degree of social presence  
Pre-training  key concepts and vocabulary are presented before content 
Redundancy  the same information is not presented simultaneously in both text and audio 
Segmenting  content is broken into smaller segments 

Signalling  organisation and essential content are explicitly cued 
Spatial contiguity  related multimedia elements are placed close together on the screen 

Temporal contiguity  related visual and auditory information simultaneously, not sequentially 
 

     Ultimately, these principles serve as a valuable framework for creating effective and 

efficient e-learning environments. While these principles are not completely uncontested 

(e.g., see Kalyuga, 2007; Moreno, 2006; Plassa et al., 2003; Reinwein, 2012), the primary 

critiques are limited to the principles’ generalisability to particular learning situations or 

populations rather than a fundamental disagreement with the principles themselves. Their 

application has been shown to not only enhance learning outcomes but also improve the 

overall learner experience by aligning instructional design more closely with the cognitive 

realities of learning (Cavaleri et al., 2019; Clark & Mayer, 2016; Mayer, 2001; Mayer, 2005; 

Mayer, 2014a, 2014b, 2017; Reinwein, 2012). 
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Self Determination Theory (SDT). 

     Mayer’s principles, although not explicitly addressing motivation, would also significantly 

contribute to a more engaging learning experience, which in turn, enhances learners’ 

motivation. In self-directed and self-access learning situations, such as TALS, motivation is a 

crucial factor for success (Benson & Voller, 2014; Lee et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2016; Lynch et 

al., 2021; Mayer, 2014a). Self-determination theory (SDT) is a broader psychological theory 

that seeks to explain the factors that influence an individual’s motivation and behaviour (Deci 

& Ryan, 2000; Deci & Ryan, 2013). Within the domain of language learning and teaching, it 

has been specifically employed to investigate student engagement and involvement in 

technology-enhanced learning and teaching practices (Hew et al., 2019; Ismailov, 2022; 

Kotze, 2022; Martín-García, 2020; Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022). 

     SDT proposes that individuals have three basic psychological needs: autonomy (the need 

for control and choice), competence (the need for mastery and effectiveness), and relatedness 

(the need for connection and belonging). When these needs are satisfied, individuals 

experience greater intrinsic motivation and well-being. Deci and Ryan (2000) argued that 

people tend to be more motivated, satisfied, and healthy when they engage in activities that 

are intrinsically motivated and aligned with their own goals. Conversely, people tend to be 

less motivated, satisfied, and healthy when they engage in activities that are extrinsically 

motivated and controlled by others. While there is substantial empirical support for SDT 

across various contexts (Gagné & Roca, 2008; Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022; Reeve, 

2022; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Yang et al., 2018), Chen et al. (2014) recommended there are still 

areas, especially involving cultures outside the Anglo-Euro context, where additional 

research is needed to establish the universality of its principles. Nevertheless, their cross-

cultural study of task motivation among university students did support the idea that when 

essential needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are satisfied, intrinsic motivation 

is improved. 

     The principles of SDT are highly relevant to e-learning and TALS design in particular. By 

integrating SDT into the design process, educators can create digital resources that foster 

learners’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness, leading to more effective language learning 

experiences. For example, when designing TALS programs, offering students control over 

the pace and sequence of the learning content or by allowing students to select topics based 

on their interests and preferences can enhance a sense of autonomy. Such personalisation 
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empowers learners to control their learning paths, leading to increased engagement and 

motivation (Christenson et al., 2012; Martín-García, 2020; Mayer, 2017). 

     Encouraging learners to take ownership of their learning process can enhance their 

motivation and engagement. Providing resources and activities that align with learners’ 

current skill levels and offer opportunities for growth and improvement can support the need 

for competence (Yang et al., 2018). More advanced e-learning platforms can leverage 

learning analytics tools to build adaptive learning strategies based on learners’ identified 

competencies, strengths, and weaknesses, enabling personalised content delivery that is 

tailored accordingly to individual skill levels. By offering activities and resources that align 

with learners’ current abilities and provide opportunities for improvement, adaptive learning 

fosters a sense of competence and achievement. 

     The third psychological need, relatedness, can be facilitated through social interaction and 

collaboration within the e-learning environment. Features such as online discussion forums, 

peer review systems, and group projects encourage learners to connect with peers and build a 

sense of belonging within the learning community (Gagné & Roca, 2008). In cases where 

such features are not feasible, incorporating a high degree of social presence into the design 

can help create a supportive and inclusive learning atmosphere (Doo & Bonk, 2020; 

Lowenthal, 2010). 

 

Technology Acceptance Models. 

     A crucial element that cannot be overlooked is indeed the technology itself. Unlike 

traditional educational ‘technologies’ such as blackboards, pencils, and paper, which did not 

necessitate a robust theoretical understanding, the relationship between digital technology 

and learning is markedly more interdependent and synergistic, or to use Fawns’s (2022) term, 

“entangled”. This entanglement necessitates a theoretical framework to understand how users 

interact with and adopt new technologies in educational settings. One such framework that 

has been influential in this regard is the technology acceptance model (TAM). 

    First developed by Davis (1989), TAM is a theoretical model that predicts how users come 

to use and accept a technology. TAM is based on the premise that a user’s attitudes towards a 

system will shape their intention to use that system, and this intention will predict the actual 

use. The model suggests that when users are presented with a new technology, a number of 

factors influence their decision about how and when they will use it. Davis outlined two key 

determinants:  
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• perceived usefulness (PU): “the degree to which a person believes that using a particular 

system would enhance their job performance” (Davis, 1989, p. p. 320), i.e., if a 

technology is seen as useful, it is more likely to be accepted and used.  

• perceived ease of use (PEOU): “the degree to which a person believes that using a 

particular system would be free of effort” (Davis, 1989, p. p. 320), i.e., if a technology is 

seen as easy to use, it is more likely to be accepted and used. 

These two factors determine an individual’s attitude toward using (ATU) the system and 

their behavioural intention to use (BIU) it. The BIU then determines the actual system use 

(Figure 17).  

 
Figure 17 
Davis’s (1989) Technology Acceptance Model 

 
     In response to criticism of TAM as overly simplistic (Benbasat & Barki, 2007; Chutter, 

2009), the unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT) (Figure 18) was 

developed as a more comprehensive framework for understanding technology adoption 

(Venkatesh et al., 2003). UTAUT recognises that technology adoption is influenced not only 

by individual beliefs and perceptions but also by external factors and social contexts and 

considers additional variables such as social influence, facilitating conditions, and user 

experience, recognising the role of external and social factors in technology adoption 

(Williams et al., 2015).   

     The application of the UTAUT framework in evaluating TALS involves a multi-

dimensional approach that incorporates surveys, interviews, focus groups, user experience 

testing, and learning analytics. The key constructs include performance expectancy, which 

can be assessed through student feedback about their perceived improvements in language 

learning skills and comparing their performance outcomes pre- and post-program use. Effort 

expectancy, indicative of the program’s ease of use, is measured via analysis of usage data 

and user experience testing to identify potential areas of difficulty, supplemented by surveys 

or interviews to gather user perceptions about the navigability of the program. Social 

influence evaluates the students’ perception of the attitudes of their peers and teachers 
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towards the TALS program, gathered via surveys or interviews. Facilitating conditions, 

which pertain to resource accessibility and level of technical support, are evaluated through 

surveys, interviews, or by examining the frequency and type of support tickets generated. 

Additional variables, including gender, age, nationality/language background, proficiency 

level, and academic career level, are also considered. This comprehensive, iterative 

assessment process allows a holistic understanding of the program’s effectiveness, which can 

guide future enhancements and customisations. 

 
Figure 18  
Unified Technology Acceptance and Use of Technology Model  

 
Note: From V. Venkatesh et al. 2003. “User Acceptance of Information Technology: Toward a Unified View.” 
MIS Quarterly 27(3) p. 447. Copyright (2003) MIS Quarterly. Reprinted with permission. 
  

     While UTAUT provides valuable insights into technology acceptance, the model does 

assume that user behaviour is rational and based on conscious evaluations of utility and ease 

of use. However, this may not always be the case, especially in complex real-world scenarios 

(Bagozzi, 2007). Factors such as past experiences, subconscious biases, emotional responses, 

and situational conditions can also influence technology acceptance and usage. Additionally, 

UTAUT focuses on individual acceptance and use, potentially overlooking organisational and 

systemic factors that can significantly impact technology adoption (Dečman, 2015). As such, 

it is essential to consider these limitations when applying TAM and UTAUT and to 

potentially integrate these models with other theoretical approaches for a more 

comprehensive understanding of technology acceptance in educational settings. 
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     In the context of TALS design and development, the UTAUT emphasises a user-centric 

design, considering social influences and the need for robust support mechanisms. It further 

suggests the importance of personalisation to cater to diverse user backgrounds and the need 

for continuous evaluation for tool improvement. As a framework, the model aids in 

understanding the key factors influencing technology adoption in educational settings, while 

also highlighting that specific strategies might be required to tackle unique implementation 

challenges. 

 

Digital Literacy. 

     A crucial consideration that underpins the successful integration of technology into 

learning, particularly with TALS, is the concept of digital literacy. Digital literacy skills are 

understood to be deeply intertwined with the digital learning process (Beetham et al., 2009; 

Bourelle & Clark, 2017; Dudeney et al., 2013; Hockly, 2011; Ware et al., 2016). 

Encompassing more than the basic abilities to use computers and navigate the internet, digital 

literacy is a comprehensive set of skills, knowledge, and competencies “to effectively 

interpret, manage, share and create meaning in the growing range of digital communication 

channels” (Dudeney et al., 2013, p. 2). These include information literacy, which deals with 

the location, evaluation, and efficient use of digital information (Reedy & Goodfellow, 2014) 

as well as capability to use digital tools for creating diverse forms of digital content, such as 

presentations, essays, blog posts, videos, podcasts, and digital art (Yu & Zadorozhnyy, 2021). 

Equally important is the aspect of digital communication, which requires an understanding of 

the norms, etiquette, and nuances of interaction in digital spaces (Eshet-Alkalai, 2004; Reddy 

et al., 2020; Walker, 2015).  

     Roche (2017) and Zhang and Hyland (2023) both substantiate the importance of digital 

literacy, asserting that digital literacy skills training significantly aids students in 

understanding academic literacy issues such as academic integrity and efficiently navigating 

course content. However, there is a concerning trend observed in various studies that 

highlight a widespread lack of necessary digital literacy skills amongst tertiary students 

(O'Donovan, 2019; Winke & Goertler, 2008). Hughes, (2005), in particular, conducted 

research focused on international students in Australia and highlighted a deficiency in their 

“awareness of online information resources available; formulation and implementation of 

search strategies; and evaluation of search results” (p. 174). Conroy (2010) made similar 

observations, noting students’ struggles with elementary internet search techniques. The 
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challenges can be particularly pronounced for students from non-English speaking 

backgrounds, or from cultures where digital norms diverge significantly from Australian 

tertiary practice, presenting these students with the added cognitive overload of navigating 

digital spaces designed primarily for English-speaking users (Drury, 2005). 

     Despite the importance of digital literacy, its integration into TALS programs can be 

challenging. As Mina (2019) pointed out, there often exists a significant gap between the 

actual digital literacy skills of the students and the educators’ perception of these skills. 

Further, an already complex educational milieu presents its own set of unique challenges. For 

instance, Ellis (2004) expressed concern over the introduction of an additional layer of 

“technical discourse” (p. 230) into an already saturated with intersecting discourses. Blin 

(2004) further warned against the potential for the tools themselves becoming the central 

focus, or “the object of activity” (p. 392), which detract from the programs intended benefits, 

ultimately reducing the technology’s perceived usefulness and acceptability. 

     The identified gaps in students’ digital literacy skills and the potential challenges they face 

should be key considerations. For example, designing programs that take into account 

students’ familiarity with technology, as well as their prior educational experiences, can 

ensure a more inclusive approach. In addition, care must be taken to avoid an over-emphasis 

on technical discourse or tool use, which might distract from the primary learning objectives. 

For EAL students, course content would need to be tailored in a way that enhances their 

comprehension within English-centric digital environments, which potentially reduces their 

cognitive load. The success of TALS programs hinges not only on the quality of content and 

technological sophistication but also significantly on students’ capacity and willingness to 

engage with the technology in a manner that yields positive learning outcomes.  

 

Summary of E-Learning. 

     In summary, the discussion around the role of technology in e-learning has shifted from 

viewing it as merely a tool for organising and delivering education, towards acknowledging it 

as an inseparable component of modern pedagogy. It is increasingly evident that digital 

technologies and education mutually influence and shape each other, necessitating a re-

evaluation and nuanced understanding of traditional educational theories in an e-learning 

context. 

     Several cognitive and psychological theories are of particular relevance to TALS design 

and development, such as the cognitive load theory, the multimedia principles of design, and 
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the self-determination theory, have gained prominence in e-learning design. The technology 

acceptance model has also become a crucial lens through which to understand user 

motivation and engagement with technological resources. Designing learning content that is 

cognisant of learners’ digital literacy skills is also crucial for effective digital resources. As 

the educational landscape continues to evolve, these theories and principles are of increasing 

significance. They not only provide valuable insights individually but also contribute 

collectively to the design and delivery of TALS programs in an increasingly digitalised 

educational landscape.  

     Table 12 provides an overview of the key e-learning theories discussed. 

 
Table 12 
Key e-Learning Theories Guiding TALS Development 

Theory Synopsis Application 

Cognitive Load 
Theory (CLT) 

CLT suggests that learners have a limited 
capacity for processing new information. 
Learning can be impeded if the cognitive 
load, or the total mental effort being used, 
exceeds this capacity. 

Effective instructional design seeks to 
optimise cognitive load to facilitate 
efficient learning. 

Multimedia 
Principles of 
Design 

These principles provide guidelines for the 
effective design of multimedia instruction, 
including principles like coherence, 
signalling, redundancy, spatial and 
temporal contiguity, and modality. 

Effective instructional design manages 
the burden of multi-channel 
multimedia on students’ cognitive load.  

Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT) 

SDT posits that learners are motivated to 
achieve when their basic psychological 
needs—competence, autonomy, and 
relatedness—are satisfied. 

Educational environments that support 
these needs foster intrinsic motivation, 
engagement, and positive learning 
outcomes. 

Unified Theory of 
Acceptance and 
Use of Technology 
(UTAUT) 

UTAUT proposes four key determinants of 
technology acceptance and usage: 
performance expectancy, effort 
expectancy, social influence, and 
facilitating conditions. 

Understanding these factors can inform 
the design of technology-based 
interventions to enhance user adoption 
and engagement. 

Digital Literacy 

Digital literacy involves the ability to find, 
evaluate, utilise, share, and create content 
using information technologies and the 
internet.  

Digital capabilities of users must be 
considered in TALS design to decrease 
the cognitive load. 

 

4.3 Chapter Conclusion 

    In conclusion, this chapter serves as the inaugural stage of the design cycle, delivering a 

comprehensive exploration of the theoretical underpinnings and developments vital to the 

construction of TALS programs. Limitations on the scope of this exploration are not 

indicative of a lack of inclusivity, but rather strategic measures to focus on the most relevant 
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theories and practices within the ambit of our central objective: the design and development 

of the Online Academic Writing Workshop (OAWW). 

   The literature reviewed spanned two broad domains, second language acquisition (SLA) 

and e-learning, each holding significant implications for TALS. The SLA segment explored 

critical concepts, theories, and practices that are essential for the content creation of the 

OAWW. These elements are crucial not only to the crafting of content for the OAWW, but 

also to inform and guide its pedagogical approach. The review further underscored their 

significance within the contemporary environment of academic language and learning in 

Australian higher education, particularly focusing on the increasingly interrelated constructs 

of English for academic purposes (EAP) and academic literacies.   

      In the segment on e-learning, the review recognised the inextricably intertwined nature of 

technology and education. It discussed cognitive and motivational theories, such as the 

cognitive load theory, the cognitive theory of multimedia learning, and self-determination 

theory. The technology acceptance model (TAM) was addressed, offering insights into 

factors that govern learners’ engagement with digital tools and technologies. The review also 

underscored the importance of digital literacy skills in e-learning, a factor that considerably 

impacts learners’ experiences and outcomes in e-learning environments.  

    However, the rapid progression of digital educational technologies presents a continuous 

challenge. Designers must grapple with the speed of ongoing advancements, a task that 

requires constant adaptation and vigilance. As Tuman (1992) presciently predicted 30 years 

ago, “computers will reshape not just how we read and write … but our understanding of 

basic terms such as reading, writing and text” (p. 8). This transformation reinforces the 

importance of a comprehensive understanding of how theories, pedagogical practices, and 

technological advancements interact, and the subsequent implications for the design and 

implementation of TALS programs. The goal is to create a more engaging, inclusive, and 

effective digital learning environment, thus enhancing the overall efficacy of the OAWW and 

similar programs. Future work should aim to further integrate these theories into the design 

and implementation process. 
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Chapter 5: Design Cycle – Stage 2 (OAWW Development) 
 

5.1 Introduction 

     Chapter 5 presents a detailed account of the conception, implementation, and deployment 

of the Online Academic Writing Workshop (OAWW) at Griffith University, undertaken 

independently by this researcher. Building on the theoretical foundation established in 

Chapter 4, this chapter, along with Chapter 6, initiates a comprehensive evaluation of the 

OAWW’s efficacy. These chapters collectively serve to explore the entire life cycle of a 

TALS initiative—from its design and development through to its empirical evaluation. 

     The primary aim of these chapters is to provide a case study that addresses the research 

questions posed in this thesis, offering a grounded example of TALS in practice. Specifically, 

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 demonstrate how the OAWW can enhance the academic support 

resources available to international students at Griffith University. These chapters also 

contribute to the broader discourse on the guiding principles and operational modalities in the 

field of TALS. This broader aim will be further elaborated upon in Chapter 7. 

    Chapter 5 begins with an overview of the initial brief for the development of the OAWW 

and the subsequent selection of a rapid prototyping instructional design model (IDM). It then 

enumerates the instructional design principles that underpinned the OAWW, detailing how 

these principles guided the design and development process. Following this, the chapter 

discusses the results of a targeted situation needs analysis, which informed the creation of a 

needs-based, contextually relevant syllabus for the workshop. The specific content developed 

for the OAWW is then elaborated upon, illustrating the pedagogical choices made in 

designing the six key instructional modules and how they adhered to established instructional 

design principles. Chapter 6 will then focus on the evaluation process, presenting the 

empirical results and subsequent discussions concerning the findings. 

     

5.2 Background and Workshop Brief 

     The OAWW was developed and deployed as part of the EnglishHELP program at Griffith 

University, an Australian public, research university with campuses across Southeast 

Queensland. At the start of this project in 2017, Griffith University boasted around 47,500 

students with approximately 17% of those being international students (Griffith University, 

2017). The EnglishHELP program is part of the multi-award-winning Griffith English 

Language Enhancement Strategy (GELES) (Fenton-Smith et al., 2018). First introduced in 
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2007, the GELES is a whole-of-institution strategy to support the English language 

development of international students with English as an additional language (EAL) across 

the whole of their student-lifecycle. GELES comprises six different strands: Succeeding at 

Griffith, the English Language Enhancement Course (ELEC), the Postgraduate English 

Language Enhancement program (PELE), EnglishHELP, Griffith Mates, and English4grads 

(Figure 19). As a component of the GELES, EnglishHELP provides in-degree, academic 

language support to international EAL students via academic skills workshops, individual 

consultations, and online self-access resources. The goals of the program are to strengthen 

and enhance students’ English language skills, as well as to develop students’ skills as 

independent, self-regulated language learners.  

 
Figure 19  
Components of the GELES 

 
Reprinted from “Griffith English Language Enhancement Strategy,” Griffith University, 2019, 
https://www.griffith.edu.au/internationalisation/griffith-english-language-enhancement-strategy. 
 

     As part of its mandate, EnglishHELP had developed and delivered the HELP Yourself 

Resources (HYR), a collection of web-based activities that concentrated on crucial grammar 

and academic language skills and targeted the academic language needs of post-entry EAL 

students. Although these resources were well-received and highly regarded within the 

industry, the EnglishHELP team itself was not fully satisfied with the result, primarily due to 

the generic, fragmented, and decontextualised approach that underlies their design, an 

approach that has been heavily criticised in the literature (Lea & Street, 1998; Macken-
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Horarik et al., 2006; Wingate, 2006). As Harper et al. (2011) noted, “basic grammar and 

vocabulary can be developed that way up to a point, but the development of context-specific 

literacies requires extended engagement with and scaffolded development in those contexts” 

(p. 45). Consequently, additional work on the HYR was commissioned to address these 

shortcomings through the introduction of a new online workshop. 

     The brief tasked EnglishHELP with developing a cohesive digital academic writing 

workshop that complemented the existing HYR by leveraging a self-access, e-learning 

platform that could incorporate interactive, multimedia learning functions. The workshop 

content was to address the fundamental aspects of completing university-level written 

assignments. Additionally, the platform needed to be able to incorporate tools for monitoring 

student progress and include a system for gathering user feedback to inform ongoing 

enhancements and updates. Opportunities for students to engage in self-reflection of their 

learning were also a desired feature. 

 

5.3 Instructional Design 

     The upcoming sections will detail the approach employed in the planning, 

conceptualisation, and development of the OAWW. Beginning with an elucidation of 

instructional design principles in sections 5.3.1 and 5.3.2, the chapter will then outline the 

process of the selection and conducting of a target needs analysis in section 5.3.3, followed 

by the formulation of learning objectives and outcomes in section 5.3.4. Additionally, 

strategic considerations for selecting a suitable delivery platform will be discussed in section 

5.3.5. Subsequently, an overview of the development of learning content, including its 

aesthetic design, will be provided in sections 5.3.6 and 5.3.7. Finally, in section 5.3.8, 

insights into the implementation and deployment of the OAWW, along with strategic 

promotional efforts, will be presented, offering a comprehensive perspective on the 

workshop's journey from inception to deployment. 

 

5.3.1 Instructional Design Approach 

     Instructional design is the process of designing, developing, and delivering educational 

programs with the goal of aiding learners in the acquisition of new knowledge and skills. Cross 

and Conole (2009) defined it as the “range of activities associated with better describing, 

understanding, supporting and guiding pedagogic design practices and processes” (p. 1). 

Instructional designers generally follow a systematic process that involves analysing learners 
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and their needs, defining instructional goals and objectives, developing instructional strategies 

and materials, and evaluating the effectiveness of the instruction (Wang, 2016). The ADDIE 

instructional design model (IDM), one of the most venerable and commonly used models, is 

an acronym for analyse, design, develop, implement, and evaluate, which are the five steps in 

its design and development cycle (Bichelmeyer, 2005). ADDIE is also the basis other well-

known IDMs, such as rapid proto-typing, Dick and Carey, and backward design (Caws & Heift, 

2016; Dick et al., 2005; Motteram, 2016). 

     For this project, the rapid prototyping IDM was selected to develop the OAWW. Rapid 

prototyping has its roots in the field of computer-aided design and manufacturing. 

Instructional designers then adapted the IDM for use in the development of educational 

materials and courses (Tripp, 1990). In these early applications, rapid prototyping was used to 

quickly develop and test prototypes of multimedia and interactive elements, such as 

simulations, animations, and interactive quizzes. Tripp (1990) was among the early users of 

rapid prototyping in technology-enhanced learning and set out its basic stages for design and 

development in e-learning (Figure 20). 
Figure 20  
Events of the Rapid Prototyping Model  

 
Note. From “Rapid Prototyping: An Alternative Instructional Design Strategy” by S. D. Tripp & B. 
Bichelmeyer, 1990, Educational Technology Research and Development 38, p. 35. Reprinted under Creative 
Commons license. 
 

     The first step of the rapid prototyping model involves conducting a needs analysis and 

establishing objectives. The ultimate aim of this phase is two-fold: 1) establish the project 

scope, 2) establish the expected learning outcomes (Branch, 2009, p. 23). Russell and 

Murphy-Judy (2020) itemise a number of key questions that are to be addressed in this phase 

such as clarifying the program goals and expected learning outcomes, identifying the learners 

and their learning needs, selecting the educational technologies and resources, and finally 

determining the quality assurance methods that will be employed to measure success.  



92 

   

 

      Based on the findings from the needs analysis, an initial prototype is then designed and 

developed. At this stage, the focus is on creating a functional and usable prototype rather than 

a polished product. The prototype is subsequently reviewed and evaluated by stakeholders, 

which could include students and instructors, and feedback is gathered on the prototype’s 

content, design, and usability. The prototype is revised to address any identified issues or 

gaps, and this process is repeated until the product meets the desired quality and 

effectiveness. 

    Choosing rapid prototyping as an IDM offers several distinct advantages. Firstly, faster and 

more efficient iterative development is possible due to the quick creation of working 

prototypes, facilitating a quicker response to learner needs and project constraints. This 

approach also provides flexibility and adaptability, enabling continuous improvement in 

response to user feedback and changes in the project scope (Branch, 2009; Rothwell, 2008; 

Tripp, 1990). Additionally, this method promotes a learner-centric focus, resulting in more 

engaging, relevant, and effective learning experiences (Lowell & Moore, 2020). As an IDM, 

rapid prototyping is also highly compatible with a DBR research methodology, as both 

emphasise iterative development, prioritise learning by ‘doing’, and adapting to real-world 

constraints. 

     Finally, one of the goals of this project is to adopt likely TALS design approaches, and 

rapid prototyping is an attractive IDM option for TALS developers. It allows for quick, 

iterative testing and on-the-fly refining of instructional materials, which is especially 

important in a field like TALS where there are often tight timelines and a need for flexibility 

and responsiveness to changing needs. 

 

5.3.2 Instructional Design Principles 

     The development of the OAWW is grounded in a coherent set of design principles 

informed by relevant learning theories, research, and best practices, which were explored in 

the Chapter 4 literature review. The guiding objective of these principles was to craft an 

efficient, engaging, and learner-centric academic writing workshop. 

     A series of language acquisition theories form the backbone of the OAWW’s design. 

Principles were derived from Krashen’s input hypothesis (1977, 1992), Swain’s output 

hypothesis (1985), Long’s interaction hypothesis (1981), and Schmidt’s noticing hypothesis 

(1990). These theories emphasise the importance of comprehensible input, language 

production, and interaction for language development. The design moves away from limited 
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mechanical practice and behaviourist methods (Hubbard, 1987; Wingate, 2006), focussing 

instead on meaningful and interactive activities that foster language production and facilitate 

deeper learning. Such activities incorporate authentic language, academic tasks, and 

contextually relevant resources to mimic real-world academic language use  (Jabeen & 

Thomas, 2015). The OAWW prioritises discourse and genre features of academic written 

discourse, rather than just lexical-grammatical aspects, aiding learners in comprehending the 

intricate operations of language within specific academic contexts (Chau & Lee, 2014; Ellis, 

2004; Hyland, 2003).  

    The OAWW’s design emphasises learner-centred approaches, self-direction, and 

heightened autonomy, elements that have been repeatedly demonstrated to enhance learning 

outcomes and improve student engagement (Chang, 2005; Fischer, 2007; García-Peñalvo et 

al., 2016; Laurillard, 2013). To avoid overwhelming students with design elements, the 

principle of cognitive load is also strongly considered (Sweller, 1994), with the design 

closely adhering to Mayer’s (2001) multimedia design principles. In synthesising these 

diverse yet interconnected principles, the OAWW aims to create a transformative learning 

environment that optimises engagement and maximises academic language skill acquisition. 

     Table 13 presents these theories alongside their corresponding design principles for the 

OAWW, aligning conceptual frameworks with pedagogical strategies for the workshop's 

design and development. 
Table 13 
OAWW Instructional Design Principles 

Learning Theory  Design Principle 
comprehensible input Academic language content is challenging yet comprehensible. 
comprehensible output Active production of academic language is facilitated. 

interaction hypothesis 
Learners are encouraged to interact with materials and convey meaningful concepts 
through communication. 

noticing hypothesis 
Learners are given opportunities to consciously identify and understand patterns and 
regulations prevalent in academic language usage. 

communicative language 
learning 

Rote memorisation activities and mechanical practice are avoided. 

communicative language 
learning 

Real-world, contextually relevant tasks and materials are utilised, allowing learners 
to experience authentic academic language use. 

discourse and genre focus 
Tasks highlight the discourse and genre characteristics of academic written 
communication 

learner-centred approach The learning environment nurtures learner autonomy and promotes self-direction. 
cognitive load 
management 

The complexity of information and multimedia content is managed to prevent 
cognitive overload. 

multimedia design 
principles 

Learning design integrates Mayer’s principles for effective multimedia instruction. 

digital literacy Learning design takes into consideration learners’ digital literacy skills. 
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5.3.3 Targeted Situation Needs Analysis 

     Hyland (2006) and West (1994) delineate two types of needs analyses: present situation 

analysis, which focuses on the current skills and knowledge of students, and the target 

situation needs analysis, which is oriented towards the necessary skills and knowledge 

students ought to acquire. For this study, a target situation needs analysis was employed as it 

proved challenging to discern the present academic language and digital literacy needs of 

EAL students. Their needs tend to vary considerably and resist easy generalisation (Harper et 

al., 2011; Murray, 2010). 

     This first subsection addresses academic language needs by discussing the language 

proficiency requirements for university entry and graduation, highlighting the discrepancy 

between incoming students' proficiency and the desired graduate attributes. It outlines how 

frameworks such as the Common European Framework of References for languages (CEFR) 

and the Pearson Global Scale of English (GSE) are used to differentiate proficiency levels 

and identify the specific language skills students need to acquire.   

     The next subsection examines the essential digital literacy needs for engaging with TALS 

programs. It explains how these needs were identified and their significance in the context of 

the OAWW development. The analysis considers accessibility, inclusivity, and the varying 

levels of digital literacy among students, ensuring that all students can effectively interact 

with the digital components of the program. 

 

Academic Language Needs 

     Griffith University, like most Australian universities, has well-defined language 

proficiency entrance requirements as well as clearly articulated targeted graduate outcomes. 

These parameters provide a clear language proficiency target for determining learning 

outcomes and guiding the development of the OAWW content. For most degrees, Griffith 

University has an entry requirement of 6.5 (or its equivalent) on the widely recognised 

language proficiency exam International English Language Testing System (better known by 

its acronym, IELTS). This language entry requirement applies to students who have not 

completed a requisite number of years of secondary school education in English. The IELTS 

Academic exam is a standardised test that is utilised to assess the English language 

proficiency of students who intend to study in an English-speaking academic environment. It 

evaluates candidates’ abilities in listening, reading, writing, and speaking. A band score of 

6.5 on the IELTS exam indicates a ‘competent user’ of English, who can generally handle 
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complex language and understand detailed reasoning but may still struggle with some 

linguistic and academic challenges in a university setting.  

     However, the language entry requirement is merely a baseline measure, and the actual 

proficiency needed to successfully navigate tertiary-level coursework is often more complex. 

As Piller and Bodis (2022) discuss, English language proficiency requirements are intricate 

and not always logical or fair. Despite this complexity, the reference to these entry 

requirements in this thesis serves to establish a baseline for developing appropriate learning 

content, rather than to critique the fairness or intricacies of the admission criteria. 

     An IELTS 6.5 however is the minimum threshold needed to navigate the demands of 

tertiary-level coursework, and it is generally assumed that students should and will continue 

to develop their skills and capabilities throughout their degrees. By graduation, Griffith has 

stated graduate attributes that students are expected to possess strong communication skills, 

including “the ability to communicate with influence across diverse contexts and tailor 

language depending upon the audience” (Griffith University, 2021, para. 2). Consequently, 

there is a significant gap between the language proficiency of incoming students and the 

desired level of communication skills upon graduation, which needs to be addressed through 

targeted language and academic support. 

     Frameworks such as the Common European Framework of References for languages 

(CEFR) and the Pearson Global Scale of English (GSE) provide a more detailed 

differentiation of these critical proficiency levels. The CEFR was developed by the Council 

of Europe (2001) to provide an international standard for describing language ability, and 

divides language users into three group levels: A) Basic, B) Independent and C) Proficient. 

Each of these group levels are further subdivided into A1/A2/A2+, B1/B2/B2+ and C1/C2. 

The threshold between the B2+ and C1 roughly corresponds to the Griffith University entry 

requirement of 6.5 on IELTS (IELTS, 2019). A CEFR B2+ student demonstrates an upper-

intermediate level of academic English proficiency. They can produce clear, detailed text on 

a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue, considering the 

advantages and disadvantages of various options. While they can manage most academic 

tasks, they may still encounter occasional challenges with more complex language and 

specialised terminology. A C1 student is generally well-equipped to handle most academic 

tasks and engage in nuanced discussions, though may still face occasional challenges with 

highly specialised language or exceptionally complex concepts (Council of Europe, 2001). 
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     The Global Scale of English (GSE) developed by Pearson in support of their language 

proficiency test, the Pearson Test of English (PTE), provides a fine-grained description of 

each band level, detailing highly specific skills and capabilities (Pearson, 2017). For example, 

the GSE describes an IELTS 6.5/CEFR B2+ student as capable of composing coherent and 

cohesive texts on a range of familiar and unfamiliar topics, using a variety of sentence 

structures and a broad vocabulary. They can effectively organise their ideas, present logical 

arguments, and support them with relevant evidence. However, these students might still 

need to further develop their skills in critical analysis, synthesising complex information, and 

refining their writing style to meet the highest academic standards, which are skills more 

representative of the IELTS 7.0/CEFR C1 band. 

     The discrepancy between the entry requirement of IELTS 6.5 and the recommended level 

of IELTS 7.0  for “probably acceptable” (IELTS, 2005, p. 5) to undertake a linguistically and 

academically challenging course has led to these students frequently facing significant 

linguistic and academic challenges in their tertiary education (Dunworth, 2013; Harper et al., 

2011; Wingate, 2015). The OAWW therefore aims to address this critical language 

proficiency level and seeks to bridge the gap between the competent and the advanced user of 

academic English, illustrated here in an adaption of Harper et. al’s (2006) model of tertiary 

literacies as a gradient moving outward from the central generic core deeper into the domain 

of academic literacies (Figure 21). 

 
Figure 21  
Harper et al’s (2011) Model of Tertiary Literacies (adapted) 

 
Note. Adapted from “English Language Perplexity: articulating the tensions in the DEEWR ‘Good Practice 
Principles’,” by R. Harper, S. Prentice, & K. Wilson, 2011, The International Journal of the First Year in 
Higher Education, 2(1), p. 45. Reprinted under Creative Commons license. 
 

Digital Literacy Needs 

     As discussed in Section 4.2.2, providing TALS for tertiary international students requires 

careful consideration of several key digital literacy affordances. Firstly, accessibility and 
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inclusivity should be paramount. This includes ensuring that resources can be accessed on 

various devices and under different internet connectivity conditions, as well as making 

content accessible to students with disabilities. The design was therefore regularly stress 

tested across a variety of different platform, for examples internet browser (e.g., Chrome, 

Safari, Edge) and operating systems (e.g., Mac OS and Windows) as well as devices (e.g., 

desktops, laptops, tablets, and mobiles) Considering the varying digital literacy levels among 

students, scaffolding was provided for those who are less familiar with digital tools, while 

still offering advanced features for more tech-savvy students.  

     The selection of task types for online activities was also deliberately limited to those 

which are more commonly recognised (such as multiple-choice questions, text input fields, 

matching activities, etc.). This intentional restriction was instituted with the goal of 

minimising the cognitive load associated with the interface and interaction mechanics of the 

learning platform. By focusing on familiar task types, the OAWW ensures that learners can 

invest their cognitive resources directly into the content of the tasks rather than the 

mechanisms of task completion.  

     Finally, it was also important to provide ongoing technical support to help students 

navigate digital platforms and content effectively. This was more challenging due to 

limitations in the amount of time that staff members had to devote to the OAWW support, but 

users were provided with a convenient means for the quick reporting via email of technical 

issues. 

     The OAWW was also developed in alignment with universal design principles, adhering 

to the stipulated guidelines of Griffith University (2023, July 27). Universal design refers to a 

set of criteria that intentionally incorporate considerations for users with specific needs. For 

instance, the OAWW platform was made compatible with screen readers, facilitating easier 

navigation for users with vision impairment. In addition, all video content was provided with 

closed captions, ensuring accessibility for individuals with hearing impairment. Moreover, 

careful attention was given to the choice of colour scheme to enhance visibility and usability. 

 

5.3.4 Learning Objectives and Expected Learning Outcomes 

     Table 14 outlines the key learning objectives and expected learning outcomes for the 

OAWW. These objectives and outcomes are derived directly from the initial brief for the 

OAWW and the needs analysis. Each are concurrently rooted in the design principles that 

were established for the OAWW.  
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Table 14 
OAWW Leaning Objectives and Expected Learning Outcomes 

Learning Objectives Expected Learning Outcomes 

To facilitate active language production, enabling 
learners to internalise the nuances of academic 
writing. 

Learners will demonstrate improved understanding and 
application of academic language, reflected in their 
written work. 

To provide learners with authentic and contextually 
relevant academic tasks and materials, encouraging 
the practical application of academic language skills. 

Learners will demonstrate the ability to apply their 
academic language skills in contextually relevant tasks, 
reflecting a more practical understanding of academic 
language. 

To foster learner autonomy and self-direction, 
empowering students to take control of their learning 
journey. 

Learners will exhibit improved understanding of language 
usage within academic contexts, particularly in terms of 
discourse and genre attributes. 

 

 

5.3.5 Choosing a Delivery Platform 

     One of the first practical decisions required when creating digital learning content is 

selecting the appropriate platform for developing, hosting, and delivering learning resources. 

With a wide array of options available, each platform offers different capabilities, limitations, 

and associated costs. Possible options include including learning management systems, 

content management systems, video hosting platforms, webinar tools, social media, 

commercial products, and customised web applications. 

     E-authoring platforms are customised web applications that educational designers can 

utilise to create digital learning experiences and materials. These tools typically provide user-

friendly interfaces that represent programming languages through skeuomorphic elements 

like buttons, sliders, wizards, and other intuitive, interactive components (Figure 22). These 

interfaces generally require less training on the part of the developer in order to create rich, 

technology-enhanced experiences for students with relative ease.    

 
Figure 22  
Smart Sparrow Tool Bar 

 
 

     However, one drawback of these tools is that material developers can sometimes be 

restricted in the types of interactions that they are able to create. For example, a platform may 
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be unable accommodate internet-based video services, such as YouTube, or may have limited 

task types in its assessment templates. The most versatile and robust platforms generally 

provide workarounds to these limitations catering to advanced users who require additional 

customisation. As a trade-off, platforms with greater versatility often come at higher costs. 

     A second disadvantage of e-authoring and learning programs is that they are designed with 

specific assumptions about learning and teaching in mind (Horton, 2006). These assumptions 

influence the platform’s structure, available tools, and overall approach to delivering 

educational content. When selecting an e-authoring platform, it is essential to consider the 

alignment between these assumptions and the educational goals, target audience, and desired 

learning outcomes. This will help ensure that the chosen platform provides the best possible 

support for digital learning content, facilitating a seamless and effective learning experience. 

     While there are a number of such software packages available, at the time of this project, 

Griffith University had licensed the Smart Sparrow e-authoring tool and hosting platform 

thus making it freely available for Griffith faculty to access. In addition, the centralised 

learning design faculty at Griffith, Learning Futures, was strongly encouraging staff and 

faculty to utilise the platform by providing training and best-practice showcase events. This is 

illustrative of a common situation likely faced by many TALS developers: they have limited 

options in the selection of educational technologies and are required to utilise tools licensed 

or previously purchased by the institutes where they are employed regardless of the 

appropriacy of the technology for the context. 

     In this case, fortunately, institutional factors made Smart Sparrow an attractive option, but 

in addition, the platform was in and of itself a strong choice. In line with the project’s key 

design principle to provide interaction between the student and the materials, Smart Sparrow 

boasted a wide variety of tools for quickly and easily building interactive elements in the 

OAWW, such as multiple-choice and multiple-select style questions, student-produced text 

input capabilities, drop-down tasks, true-false quizzes, and whole-of-cohort polling tools. 

Smart Sparrow further offered flexible adaptive learning features and robust learning 

analytics capabilities. The underlying constructivist principles that informed its design thus 

made the platform an ideal option for engaging learners. 

     One significant disadvantage of the Smart Sparrow platform unfortunately was the 

reliance on the Smart Sparrow company servers to deliver digital content that had been 

created within its ecosystem. (NB: Smart Sparrow is both the name of the e-authoring 

platform and also the name of the company that developed it.) This differed sharply from the 
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software that had been used to create the EnglishHELP Help Yourself Resources, Articulate 

Storyline. Storyline by contrast allowed for the downloading of all content as standalone 

packages that could be subsequently hosted and delivered via Griffith University servers. The 

HELP Yourself Resources were therefore much less dependent on the ongoing countenance 

of the parent company.  

     Technology-enhanced education programs often represent a significant investment of both 

time and money on the part of schools and institutes but may be completely reliant on third-

party software and technologies, and there is no guarantee that these tools will be available in 

perpetuity. This indeed became an issue towards the end of the OAWW project when Smart 

Sparrow sold their eponymous platform’s intellectual property rights to Pearson Education, a 

multinational learning and assessment organisation, which subsequently discontinued the 

service, including the hosting and servicing of all learning content and learning analytics 

data. While it was possible to migrate the OAWW content to an alternative platform, this did 

take a substantial amount of time, effort, and resources. In addition, much of the dynamic 

functionality for viewing and interpreting the learning analytics collected throughout the 

three deployment periods, most notably the Sankey charts that detailed students’ digital 

routes through the modules, was lost. While the impact on the overall project was thankfully 

minimal, this importance of access to software is certainly one that all e-learning developers 

must consider carefully when selecting digital design tools and platforms.  

  

5.3.6 Learning Content  

     The learning content for the OAWW was envisioned not as a direct replacement but as a 

complement to the existing EnglishHELP HYR program. It aimed for a more integrated 

educational journey compared to the segmented, compartmentalised approach typified by the 

HYR. Central to this aim was the decision to orient the workshop around a single, relevant 

theme: crafting a university-level academic paper. This unifying thread was selected not only 

for its practical relevance but also to demonstrate assignment writing as a holistic process 

wherein various elements of academic language intersect and interact, creating a coherent, 

well-structured whole. 

     This theme is reinforced throughout the OAWW with a consistent focus on the distinct 

challenges that students with lower English proficiency levels face in academic writing. For 

example, the task question that students unpack in the first module, along with the associated 

examples, directly addresses this issue with the question: ‘What are the challenges facing 
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non-native speakers of English when writing academic assignments?’ (Figure 23). This focus 

is maintained throughout the subsequent modules, each featuring content and examples that 

continually revisit the theme. In addition, at various stages in each module, students are 

encouraged to reflect, consider, and assess their individual academic language needs and 

development, fostering a continuous self-awareness intended to extend beyond the confines 

of the workshop itself. 

 
Figure 23 
OAWW Module – The Writing Process 

 
 

     The OAWW syllabus was designed to concentrate on the academic language skills 

necessary for composing a university-level assignment. The target needs analysis revealed 

several areas where students frequently needed further development: critical analysis and 

argumentation, synthesis of complex information, and refinement of academic writing style. 

In response to these needs, six key notions were identified, leading to the development of a 

notional/functional syllabus that scaffolds the learning journey (Table 15).  

     In addition, genre and register studies have identified a number of characteristic features 

of academic writing, such as “conciseness, achieved by avoiding redundancy; using a high 

density of information-bearing words, ensuring precision of expression; and relying on 
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grammatical processes to compress complex ideas into few words” (Snow, 2010, p. 450). 

These are interwoven into the curriculum and also highlighted in supplementary activities.  

 
Table 15 
OAWW Syllabus 

Module Notion Academic Function  Genre Feature 

1 
Unpacking task 
questions & the 
writing process 

interpreting and understanding academic task 
instructions; discerning the requirements and 
expectations of an assignment 

- 

2 
constructing 
academic 
paragraphs 

structuring arguments in a coherent, logically 
organised manner; adhering to conventions of 
paragraph writing in academia 

demonstrating 
objectivity 

3 
employing 
discourse markers 

signalling the structure of arguments; guiding the 
reader’s understanding by indicating the 
relationships between ideas 

using grammar to 
compress ideas 

4 paraphrasing 
rephrasing ideas from source material while 
retaining the original meaning; acknowledging 
original authors to avoid plagiarism 

precision of expression 

5 
synthesising 
external sources 

comparing, contrasting, and integrating 
information from multiple sources to support 
arguments 

avoiding redundancy 

6 
employing 
academic register 

using formal, precise, and nuanced language 
suitable for academic context 

employing information 
bearing words 

 

     After completing Module 1: The Writing Process, which sets the theme for the OAWW, 

students are presented with a menu of available modules and encouraged to select skill areas 

where they feel that they might need the most practice (Figure 24). This provides a 

personalised learning experience for students seeking to extend their understanding and 

proficiency of these more nuanced aspects of academic writing. 

     Each module within the OAWW consisted of a series of ‘slides’, each of which presents a 

self-contained learning activity (Figure 25). These activities are carefully scaffolded, with 

each slide building on the content and concepts introduced in the preceding ones, to create a 

coherent and gradually unfolding learning experience. Academic Register has the highest 

number of slides, totalling 15, whereas Synthesis had the fewest, with just eight slides. Each 

module contained a title slide, followed by a slide posing a focus question to frame the 

learning content, and concluded with a slide summarising the key points and main takeaways. 
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Figure 24 
OAWW Study Plan Menu 

  
 
Figure 25 
OAWW Slide Example (Iteration 1 Synthesis)  

 
 

     The modules adhered to a structured learning pattern, promoting a sense of consistency 

and predictability that optimises the learning experience. Gagné’s (1965) venerable nine 

events of instruction served as the model for the pacing and progression of each module. This 

guiding structure enabled a scaffolding approach to learning by building on students’ 

understanding throughout the duration of the workshop. Gagne’s instructional framework 

encompasses nine stages such as gaining students’ attention, presenting content, enhancing 

retention, and promoting transfer. These stages are designed not just to facilitate knowledge 
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acquisition but also to ensure the successful application and internalisation of learned 

concepts. 

     The module on constructing academic paragraphs provides an illustrative example of 

Gagné’s instructional framework. The modules’s objective is to cultivate an understanding of 

the role paragraphs play as framing tools in academic writing, guiding readers through the 

logical progression of the writer's ideas. The module begins with a focus question (Figure 26) 

and then moves to an examination of the individual components that constitute a paragraph 

before introducing two widely used paragraph structures commonly found in academic 

writing. The module concludes by asking students to produce their own well-organised 

paragraph discussing specific aspects of their first language that pose challenges in their 

interaction with academic English. This concluding task is designed with a dual-purpose—it 

serves not only as an application activity, allowing students to put their learned skills into 

practice, but it also functions as a reflective tool. The activity is intended to extend beyond 

the workshop, promoting a deeper self-awareness that extends beyond the boundaries of the 

workshop. 

 
Figure 26 
Constructing a paragraph: Gaining students’ attention 

 
 

     Feedback in TALS programs like the OAWW facilitates learning and development by 

identifying strengths and areas for improvement, fostering engagement, and motivation. It 

also allows for personalised instruction, promotes learner autonomy, and provides valuable 

insights for the continuous improvement of the program itself. Feedback mechanisms in the 

OAWW are designed to promote both immediate comprehension and reflective 

understanding. The first type of feedback—immediate corrective feedback—acts as a real-

time guide for students, correcting their answers as each activity is completed. An illustrative 

example of this is observed in the multiple-answer task shown above in Figure 26. Here, 

students receive instant clarification on their responses, thereby facilitating immediate 

learning. This feedback method is employed particularly in pre-training tasks to stimulate 
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recall or prior learning, aligning both with Gagné’s instructional events and Mayer’s 

multimedia principles. In contrast, comparative reflective feedback task encourages students 

to deliberate and reflect on their work. Upon completion of a task, students are asked to 

compare and contrast their responses with an exemplar. Figure 27 exemplifies this type of 

task. In the exemplar text presented to students, particular discoursal features can also be 

highlighted to encourage students to delve deeper into their own understanding.  

 
Figure 27 
Discourse Markers and Cohesive Devices: Comparative Reflective Feedback 

 
     The OAWW is intended not only to support students’ immediate academic writing needs 

but also to empower them to become independent, self-driven learners. Through a blend of 

practical task engagement, self-reflection, and feedback, the aim is to provide foundation for 

academic success while also promoting continuous learning that will extend beyond a 

student’s completion of the workshop. While the OAWW may still be considered adjunctive 

by many academic language and learning professionals, it is deeply rooted in the authentic 

experience of university academics, engaging students with practical tasks that are reflective 

of real-world assignments. This experiential approach aims to facilitate students more readily 

translating their learning experiences in the OAWW into tangible skills that are applicable in 

their tertiary coursework. 
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5.3.7 Aesthetic Design 

     The look-and-feel of the OAWW drew from both Griffith University branding and the 

typical layout of English as a second language textbook (Figure 28). Reflecting the Griffith 

University brand, the OAWW uses the same colour palette, typography, and visual elements 

that are consistent with the university’s branding. The aim was to explicitly align the OAWW 

with both the EnglishHELP program as well as the broader learning and teaching support 

apparatus at Griffith University. The design of the OAWW also drew on ESL textbook style 

to create a familiar, easy-to-navigate, and learner-friendly interface. This approach 

acknowledged the well-established design principles of ESL textbooks, which often employ 

clear layouts, the careful use of colour and typography, and the integration of visual aids and 

graphics to enhance comprehension and engagement.   

    
Figure 28 
OAWW Splash Page 

 
 

     To ensure that the multimedia elements of the modules enhanced rather than detracted 

from learning, the visual schema and layout were designed with adherence to Mayer’s (2001; 

2005; 2017) principles of multimedia learning, with particular attention given to the 

principles of coherence, pre-training, segmenting, signalling and spatial contiguity. 

Especially given the inherently text-rich nature of this workshop, Mayer’s principles served 

as a compass, guiding the effective use of multimedia elements, and ensuring a more 



107 

   

 

engaging and digestible learning environment. For example, the visual presentation was 

heavily streamlined with minimal extraneous visual elements, and the cognitive load of the 

learning materials were reduced by limiting the amount presented at once. The intention is a 

focused, engaging, and more easily digestible learning environment that strategically 

employed multimedia elements to enhance, rather than detract from, the learning experience.  

 

5.3.8 OAWW Implementation, Deployment, and Promotion 

     The OAWW was delivered by the Smart Sparrow learning platform, an HTML5-based 

system compatible with a wide array of operating systems and devices. The workshop was 

accessible through a link hosted on the EnglishHELP website, providing easy and direct 

access to students. This link could also be shared in promotional materials, further promoting 

student access and engagement. Importantly, the Smart Sparrow platform integrated 

seamlessly with the Griffith University’s single sign-on procedures. Single sign-on (SSO) is 

an authentication method that allows users to log in with a single ID and password to access a 

range of connected systems or applications. This allowed for a smooth user experience, with 

an automated self-enrolment process taking place in the background as students logged into 

the OAWW. 

     Deployment periods coincided with Griffith University’s 12-weekly trimester schedule. 

This strategic timing was designed to offer students the opportunity to utilise the resources 

and skills gained from the workshop during their trimester study periods. To further its reach, 

the OAWW was promoted across various strands of the Griffith English Language 

Enhancement Strategy (GELES), including in EnglishHELP consultations, the English 

Language Enhancement Courses (ELEC), and the Postgraduate English Language 

Enhancement program (PELE).  

 

5.4 Chapter Conclusion 

     This chapter has provided a detailed account of the conception and deployment of the 

OAWW. As part of the EnglishHELP program, the workshop was specifically designed to 

enhance the academic writing abilities of international students.  

     The chapter provided a description of the OAWW's development, starting with a 

description of the rapid prototyping approach, the chosen instructional design model, and the 

foundational instructional design principles that played a pivotal role in shaping the 

workshop’s evolution. At every stage of development, the process remained anchored in the 



108 

   

 

design principles extracted from the literature review of English and academic English 

language learning theories and practices. Additionally, a targeted situation needs analysis, 

which drove the construction of the OAWW’s syllabus, was also presented. The syllabus, 

comprising six essential modules, bridges the gap between the proficiency level required for 

university entry and the higher levels necessary for successful university-level studies. Each 

development phase was further rooted in the design principles that had been drawn from the 

comprehensive literature review of English and academic English language learning theory 

and practice in Chapter 4.  

     The selection of the Smart Sparrow learning platform was highlighted for its capabilities 

in offering interactive, multimedia learning opportunities and robust analytics tools, all 

contributing to the workshop’s architecture and pacing. The chapter concluded with details of 

the OAWW’s aesthetic design and deployment process.  

     From this design stage, several conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, the iterative 

development process, grounded in rapid prototyping and continuous feedback, proved crucial 

for effectively addressing the specific needs of international students. Secondly, integrating 

principles from both English language learning and academic English practices ensured that 

the workshop was both theoretically sound and practically relevant. Lastly, the choice of 

delivery platform underscored the importance of the appropriate technology selection to not 

only enhance interactivity but also to provide meaningful analytics. 

     Chapter 6 will detail a comprehensive examination of the OAWW’s evaluation process, 

focusing on student engagement with the workshop and presenting the resulting findings.  
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Chapter 6: Design Cycle – Stage 3 (Iterations) 
 

6.1 Introduction 

     Chapter 6 delves into the empirical evaluation of the OAWW. Together with Chapter 5, 

this section offers a detailed account of the experiences in designing, developing, and 

evaluating of a TALS program. These chapters not only recount the developmental process 

but also act as a platform for in-depth analysis, offering insights into the methodologies 

employed in TALS program development. This exploration into the challenges and 

intricacies of the process will be instrumental in shaping the design principles for 

forthcoming TALS initiatives. 

     The structure of the chapter is iterative, divided into three sections that reflect the design 

cycle of implementation, evaluation, and refinement. Each iterative section comprises an 

analysis of the data gathered through three collection methods: the Smart Sparrow learning 

analytics, the Student Assessment of Learning Gains (SALG) survey, and focus groups. 

These analyses serve not only to gauge the effectiveness of the OAWW in engaging students 

but also to inform its refinement.  

     After presenting and discussing the data, each section will outline proposed adjustments 

and refinements for the next iteration. These refinements are respectively informed by the 

cognitive theory of multimedia learning, self-determination theory, and the technology 

acceptance model. To effectively summarise each iterative section, a conjecture map will be 

introduced to visually illustrate the connections between design principles, suggested 

refinements, and anticipated learning outcomes.  

 

6.2 Research Design Cycle 

     This third stage of the design cycle involved a structured approach to the deployment, 

testing, and refining of the OAWW. Spread across three iterations, each deployment was 

synchronised to start in the first week of a Griffith University academic trimester, comprising 

a deployment period of 12 weeks for each iteration. Iteration 1 coincided with Griffith Term 

2 in 2018, Iteration 2 with Term 1 in 2019, and Iteration 3 with Term 2 in 2019. This strategic 

timing offered a buffer period of roughly 4 weeks between iterations, permitting ample time 

for data analysis and essential refinements.  

     Each iteration (Figure 29) was organised in a four-phase cycle: 

1. deployment of the OAWW 
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2. data collection and subsequent analysis 

3. refinement based on data-driven insights 

4. re-deployment and initiating the next iteration 

Figure 29 
Stage 3 Iterative Refinement Cycle 

 
     The research methodology adopted for this portion of the thesis was a mixed methods 

approach in an explanatory sequential design. In this approach, the initial data collection and 

analysis prioritised quantitative data, offering insights into student interactions with the 

OAWW. Following this, qualitative data was gathered, granting a more comprehensive 

understanding of the earlier quantitative findings and elaborating on the underlying 

motivations and patterns of usage. 

     Data was collected through three primary means: 

• Smart Sparrow learning analytics 

• Student Assessment of Learning Gains (SALG) survey 

• focus group interviews. 

As detailed in Chapter 3, this stage of the research aimed to address two questions: 

 

R1. In what manner and to what extent did students engage with the Online Academic 

Writing Workshop (OAWW)? 
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R2. From the viewpoint of the students, how adequately did the Online Academic 

Writing Workshop (OAWW) meet their academic language learning needs? 

 

     Smart Sparrow learning analytics provided tangible evidence of student engagement 

patterns within the workshop. These analytics captured crucial quantitative measures, such as 

which activities were accessed and for how long as well student responses to activities. The 

SALG survey (Appendix 1) enriched this dataset through the use of Likert scale questions to 

quantify students’ perceptions and experiences. The SALG survey also included open-ended 

questions that prompted to students to comment further on different aspects of the OAWW. 

Finally, focus group interviews facilitated a deeper and more nuanced exploration of student 

perspectives of the OAWW. The analysis of this data was then used to identify areas within 

the OAWW that required further refinement. 

     In order to manage the extensive amount of collected data, an engagement management 

plan organised the data collection and analysis process (Table 16).  

     This strategy outlines a multi-faceted approach for capturing and evaluating student 

engagement from various dimensions: behavioural, emotional, and cognitive. The first 

iteration of the OAWW focuses exclusively on behavioural engagement, which includes 

observable behaviours such as access, task completion, effort, and task persistence. While 

continuing to track behavioural engagement, the second iteration was expanded to include 

indicators of emotional engagement, pertaining to students’ affective reactions and attitudes 

towards the learning content and goals. The final iteration phase not only monitored 

behavioural and emotional engagement but also introduced measurements for cognitive 

engagement, encompassing subjective elements like motivation, self-regulation, adaptability, 

and coping mechanisms. By starting with behavioural engagement and gradually progressing 

to more complex cognitive engagement, the OAWW’s early versions were fine-tuned to meet 

basic needs first, then emotional engagement, and ultimately to incorporate more advanced 

cognitive engagement aspects. 
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Table 16 
OAWW Engagement Management Plan 

Iteration Type Indicator Method  Data collection 

1 
Behavioural   
• persistence/retention • module completion • observed • analytics 
• work involvement • effort • student reported • survey 

2 

Behavioural   
• persistence/retention • task completion • observed • analytics 

• work involvement • effort • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

Emotional  
• relating to 

schoolwork • enthusiasm • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

• positive affect • confidence • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

3 

Behavioural  
• persistence/retention • task completion • observed • analytics 

• work involvement • effort • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

Emotional  
• relating to 

coursework • enthusiasm  • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

• positive affect • confidence • student reported • survey 
• focus group 

Cognitive  
• self-efficacy • module selection • observed • analytics 

• higher-order thinking 
• attention to 

learning needs and 
gains 

• student reported 
• analytics 
• survey 
• focus group 

 

     Although not included in the engagement mapping, Questions 9 and 10 from the SALG 

survey will also be evaluated in each iteration. These two questions offer critical insights into 

the workshop’s structure and pacing, which are vital for the iterative refinement of the 

OAWW. Such feedback directly impacts the quality of delivery and in turn can influence 

student engagement and learning outcomes. These indicators are addressed in a distinct 

section within each iteration.  

 

6.2.1 Iteration 1 

     The inaugural deployment of the OAWW coincided with the second Griffith academic 

trimester of 2018. Deployment was relatively seamless, with no serious technical glitches 

interfering with learner access to the workshop.  

     In line with the rapid prototyping instructional design, the primary emphasis during this 

first iteration was on rolling out a functional and viable prototype. The rationale behind this 

strategy was to gather user feedback and make iterative improvements over time, rather than 
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striving for a seemingly flawless product from the onset. The data analysis during this initial 

phase therefore prioritised behavioural engagement indicators (Table 17). This approach was 

deliberately chosen because it was anticipated that any design discrepancies or anomalies, 

especially those that could adversely impact the user experience, would be more likely to 

surface during these preliminary stages.  

 
Table 17 
Iteration 1: Engagement Measurement Plan 

Iteration Type Indicator Method  Data collection 

1 
Behavioural   
• persistence/retention • module completion • observed • analytics 
• work involvement • effort • student reported • survey 

 

Learning Analytics 

     The Smart Sparrow platform comes with a robust learning analytics toolkit that tracks 

students’ interactions within the OAWW workshop. This includes metrics such as site visits 

and time on task as well as engagement with and responses to workshop activities. The data 

visualisation tools for Smart Sparrow offer ready access to user-friendly dashboards as well 

as downloadable, common-delimited files, collating this data into an easily digestible format.  

     In the first iteration of the OAWW, a total of 253 students engaged with the workshop. An 

analysis of student access patterns demonstrated that all slides within the modules were 

successfully accessed, thereby eliminating the possibility of technical or software errors 

hindering slide accessibility. However, an examination of student responses to the learning 

activities unearthed two issues. The first pertained to a technical oversight, wherein a specific 

task was erroneously assigned the wrong response value, resulting in incorrect marking and 

inaccurate feedback provided to students. The second issue was more pedagogical in nature, 

involving an instance where over 85% of students selected an incorrect response. Upon closer 

investigation, it appeared that this was likely attributable to ambiguous wording within the 

task instructions, which may have led to confusion and consequently prompted the 

widespread incorrect selection. This task was reworded for clarification. 

     The learning analytics also revealed that students, on average, devoted approximately 1 

hour and 47 minutes to working in the workshop; however, the median time recorded was a 

mere 2.2 minutes (n=252; SD=369.2 minutes). The data analysis excluded one student as an 

outlier who recorded over 4 days of engagement. The discrepancy between the average and 

the median times suggests that a large majority of students accessing the workshop were 
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engaging only briefly in the modules, with the average time inflated by a minority of highly 

engaged users. Furthermore, the unusually high standard deviation of 6.25 hours indicates a 

significant degree of variability in the data, a pattern that is corroborated by the learning 

analytics data on student access and engagement.  

     Smart Sparrow learning analytics further captured completion data for each module. Table 

18 details the number of students who started and completed each module, along with 

completion rates ranging from 33% for Paragraphing to 47% for Academic Register. A total 

of 78 students completed the compulsory, introductory module of Unpacking the Question. 

However, for the subsequent modules, where students had the freedom to choose according 

to their preference, no single module saw more than 14 students completing it entirely. Of 

these, only the Paragraphing module received stronger access numbers with 43 unique initial 

attempts, while the other five modules did not garner more than 20 attempts. Synthesis had a 

particularly low number of attempts of just 13 students. 

 
Table 18 
Iteration 1: Module Completion Rate 

Module Started Start Rate (%) Completed Completion Rate (%) 

Academic Register 17 7% 8 47% 

Discourse Markers 19 7% 7 37% 

Paragraphing 43 17% 14 33% 

Paraphrasing 17 7% 6 35% 

Synthesis 13 5% 8 44% 

Unpacking the Question 253 98% 78 31% 

 

     Smart Sparrow also captured student interactions with each slide in a module. Table 19 

presents this data as a heat map visualisation, offering an immediately salient, visual 

perspective on the dynamics of student engagement and student attrition across the various 

modules within the OAWW. Utilising a colour gradient, the heat map employs shades of red 

to signify percentage decreases in student interaction from one slide to the subsequent slide 

within a given module. The depth of the hue directly correlates with the magnitude of the 

decline. Cells shaded in green and demarcated with a hyphen (-) signify that no attrition 

occurred between successive slides. The row labelled ‘Started’ indicates the number of 

students who accessed the first slide of each module, and the row ‘Completed’ indicates the 

final tally of students who engaged with each module through to its conclusion. For example, 
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17 students engaged with the first slide on Academic Register, which then decreased by 24% 

from the first to the second slide and an additional 15% from the second to the third. Of the 

17 students who started Academic Register, only 8 completed the module in its entirety. 

 
Table 19 
Iteration 1: Attrition Heat Map  

  
Academic 
 Register 

Discourse 
Markers Synthesis Paragraphing Paraphrasing 

Unpacking  
the Question 

Started 17  19  13  43  17  253  
Slide 2 -24% -32% -28% -16% -47% -26% 
Slide 3 -15% -23% -23% -19% -22% -8% 
Slide 4 - - - -7% -14% -23% 
Slide 5 - - -10% -11% - -17% 
Slide 6 - -20% - -17% - -23% 
Slide 7 - - - -10% - -7% 
Slide 8 - - -11% - - -14% 
Slide 9 - -  - - -1% 
Slide 10 - -13%  - -  

Slide 11 -18% -  -11% -  

Slide 12 - -  -13% -  

Slide 13 -      

Slide 14 -      

Slide 15 -11%      

Completed 8  7  8  14  6  78  

 

     Several patterns emerge from an analysis of this data. Firstly, the initial slides of the 

OAWW, which comprise the compulsory Unpacking the Question module, exhibited a 

consistent decline in student engagement. 253 students accessed the OAWW, but only 187 

progressed beyond the main title slide, and each subsequent slide garnered fewer and fewer 

accesses, with just over 30% having completed the module. Although consistent declines 

such as this are to be expected, such a precipitous drop in student retention is concerning, and 

this stark attrition rate demonstrates that the OAWW is not effectively capturing or sustaining 

student interest or engagement.  

     Early attrition is a recurring trend across all modules, with the most significant dropout 

rates typically occurring at either the second or third slide within each module. For example, 

the Paraphrasing module had only half of the students advancing from the first to the second 

slide. Unlike in Unpacking the Question, however, the rate of attrition tends to level off after 

an initial drop, and students who had progressed past the first few slides were more likely to 

complete the module. The Paragraphing module however is an exception, with the rate of 

attrition not leveling off until the eighth side (henceforth, slides are referred to by the relevant 
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module name and slide number, e.g., Paragraphing 8). This suggests that students were 

engaging in an extensive amount of probing and abandonment of the modules, attempting 

only the first few slides of each. 

     Despite the general leveling off of the attrition rate, there were still distinct instances of 

decline in student engagement at varying points across multiple modules, such as following 

Paragraphing 11, Synthesis 5, Discourse Markers 6, and Discourse Markers 10. A possible 

contributing factor to this decline could be the time commitment required for students to 

complete requisite tasks on each of these slide, as students may be either unwilling or unable 

to invest effort into a more time-consuming task. Smart Sparrow learning analytics does in 

fact capture the median duration of student interaction with each slide across the OAWW, 

and this data implies a correlation between time spent and module attrition. Figure 30 

contrasts the median duration of student interaction on each slide with the corresponding 

percentage decrease in progression to subsequent slides. A comparative analysis of this data 

demonstrates a moderate negative correlation for the modules of Paraphrasing and Synthesis 

with coefficients of -0.377 and -0.32, respectively. The Discourse Markers and Paragraphing 

modules present more attenuated negative correlations of -0.2407 and -0.126, respectively, 

implying a subtler relationship. For the Academic Register module, the data revealed no 

discernible correlation between time invested and the decline in the number of attempts. It 

should be noted, however, that the p-values for these correlations were 0.28, 0.53, 0.50 and 

0.72, respectively, indicating that there is insufficient statistical evidence to assert a 

significant relationship between the median time spent on slides and student disengagement 

from the workshop.  
Figure 30 
Iteration 1: Median Time on Slides 
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     Although this relationship does not demonstrate compelling statistical significance, it 

nonetheless points to potential avenues for pedagogical refinement within the OAWW. Slides 

such as Paragraphing 11, Synthesis 5, and Discourse Markers 11, all of which necessitate the 

production of extended text, emerge as obvious focal points (Figure 31). However, while 

extended textual tasks may be considered overly burdensome by some students, the observed 

decline following Discourse Markers 6 also suggests that task complexity and instructional 

design may also influence engagement. In this case, the Discourse Markers 6 (Figure 31) task 

employs a counterintuitive instructional approach aimed at challenging less sophisticated use 

of academic discourse structures. Such tasks are designed to encourage deeper engagement, 

but they also run the risk of causing frustration and subsequent disengagement.  

     The tendency for students to disengage from labour-intensive tasks is not unexpected. 

According to Morgan et al. (2022) , while tertiary students generally exhibit stronger digital 

literacy skills in social engagement and communication, they often struggle to apply these 

same skills to their learning experiences. Henderson et al. (2015) further noted a clear 

preference for video content over text in learning activities, which could make reading-heavy 

resources like the OAWW less appealing, especially for international EAL students who may 

find academic texts challenging. This presents a complex challenge that instructional 

designers and educators must navigate. On the one hand, increased investment of time, effort, 

and production on the part of students is necessary for engagement with deeper cognitive 

processes. However, as demonstrated in the OAWW, such requirements can also lead to 

increased attrition, especially as tasks become more time-consuming or demanding. 

     The learning analytics data also suggest a potential cognitive overload for students in 

certain modules, particularly Paragraphing and Unpacking the Question, which 

demonstrated high engagement yet also high attrition rates. This implies that while the 

content is initially engaging, it may be too complex or dense, leading to cognitive strain and 

subsequent dropout. Applying Mayer’s (2006) principles, such as simplifying complex 

information and segmenting content into more digestible parts, could help reduce cognitive 

load and improve student retention and learning outcomes. The varied engagement levels and 

completion rates in the OAWW also point to the role of digital literacy. Students with 

differing levels of digital literacy might experience varying degrees of ease or difficulty in 

navigating and absorbing the online content. Recognising and accommodating these varying 

levels in the instructional design of the workshop could help in minimising cognitive load, 
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enhancing user-friendliness, and thereby potentially improving overall engagement and 

learning efficiency (Zhang & Hyland, 2023). 

 
Figure 31 
Iteration 1: Paragraphing 11, Synthesis 5, Discourse Markers 11 and 6 
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     Although the data collected by the learning analytics provides a glimpse into the nature of 

student disengagement within the OAWW, they do not offer a fully comprehensive 

interpretation. The factors for decreased engagement are likely multifaceted, and the learning 

analytics data alone is insufficient to fully explain why a student may disengage from a task. 

To supplement this analysis, the Self-Assessment of their Learning Gains (SALG) survey 

provides both additional quantitative observations as well as qualitative insights into 

students’ subjective experiences. 

 

Learning Gains Survey 

     The SALG survey was designed to gauge students’ perception of their learning progress 

and to identify areas where the program could be further enhanced. At the conclusion of the 

first iteration, an invitation to complete the survey was sent to all students who had interacted 

with the OAWW. The invitation was distributed via email which contained a link to the 

online survey form, along with a brief explanation of the survey’s purpose and confidentiality 

statement. Participation was encouraged but remained entirely voluntary (Table 20). 

 
Table 20 
Iteration 1: SALG Survey Mapping  

Type Indicator SALG Question No. 

Behavioural  
• work involvement • effort 1.1-1.7, 2 

 

Behavioural Engagement. 

     In Iteration 1, 21 students completed the SALG survey. Responding to question 1.1-1.7, 

students were asked to reflect on the impact of their effort in the OAWW on their learning 

gains across the six modules, as well as the impact on their overall writing ability. Ratings 

were collected on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘No Gain’ to ‘Great Gain,’ with an 

added ‘Not Applicable’ option. Question 2 provided an opportunity for students to elaborate 

on their efforts and the corresponding learning gains. 

     Table 21 presents the mean scores for students’ perceived learning gains in each module, 

in addition to capturing students’ self-assessed gains in overall academic writing proficiency. 

The Academic Register, Discourse Markers¸ and Unpacking the Question modules were each 

marked ‘Not applicable’ by a respondent. Those responses were consequently excluded, with 
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the mean score for those modules being appropriately weighted. Of the modules, Discourse 

Markers recorded the highest mean score at 3.71, and Synthesis recorded the lowest at 3.14. 

Notably, students also reported a higher margin of gains in the overall academic writing 

ability. This suggests that their capabilities in broader writing skills may be more 

immediately recognisable to students, even if they have not fully integrated the specialised 

skills taught in certain modules. 

Table 21 
Iteration 1: Module Learning Gains Mean Scores (n=21) 

Unpacking 
question 

Academic 
register 

Discourse 
markers Paragraphing Paraphrasing Synthesis Academic 

writing 
3.65 3.5 3.71 3.52 3.61 3.14 3.5 

 

     Figure 32 presents a breakdown of these student ratings across the various modules in 

terms of learning gains. The majority—over half of the participants—indicated experiencing 

either ‘Good’ or ‘Great’ gains in all six modules. Furthermore, in self-evaluating their overall 

academic writing ability, 12 students, making up 57.1% of the sample, also reported either 

‘Good’ or ‘Great’ gains. These findings collectively suggest that the OAWW workshop had a 

positive impact on students’ perception of their writing skills and capabilities. 

     However, the data reveals some room for improvement, particularly in the Academic 

Register and Paraphrasing modules. While the majority of student responses fell into the 

‘Moderate gain’ and ‘Good gain’ categories, a substantial number of students reported only 

‘Moderate gains’ across multiple modules. Notably, nine students indicated ‘Moderate gains’ 

in both Paragraphing and Synthesis, implying that these modules could benefit from further 

refinement to better meet student needs. 

    Upon closer scrutiny of individual responses, a variety of interesting patterns and 

inconsistencies emerge. Despite having the lowest mean score of 3.14, the Synthesis module 

saw a significant proportion of students reporting ‘Moderate’ and ‘Good’ gains, pointing to a 

discord between mean scores and students’ self-reported experiences. Similarly, some 

students indicated strong gains in overall academic writing but noted only moderate or 

limited gains in specific modules. A distinct group of five students consistently reported 

‘Good’ or ‘Great’ gains across all modules, emphasizing the generally positive impact of the 

workshop. These variances underscore the complexity of individual student experiences in a 

real-world educational setting, and even though the completion rates were disappointingly 
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low, the responses still offer valuable insights in understanding how students interact with 

and benefit from different modules. 

 
Figure 32 
Iteration 1: Self-assessment of Learning Gains (n=21) 

 
     Table 22 presents a thematic analysis of the participants’ comments to question 2 of the 

survey which asked students to comment on the skills they gained as a result of their effort in 

the OAWW. Each theme and sub-theme is accompanied by exemplar responses from the 

respondents. Skills related to academic writing, paragraphing, and paraphrasing are 

frequently mentioned, aligning with the trend in the quantitative data that showed moderate to 

good gains in these areas. Interestingly, some students commented on sub-skills of writing 

such as “the writing process,” “understanding various writing styles,” and “better use of 

evidence in writing,” which were not fully captured by the broader categories of question 1.  

     In the dataset, discrepancies between qualitative feedback and quantitative Likert 

responses again highlight the complexities inherent in evaluating student learning outcomes. 

For example, Respondent 1 mentioned having “[had] previous knowledge so not much 

gained,” yet reported ‘Moderate gain’ in Unpacking the Question, ‘Good gain’ in Academic 

Register, and ‘Good gain’ in overall academic writing ability. This incongruence recurs with 

Respondent 9, who cited improvement in paraphrasing but reported ‘No gains’ made for the 

Paraphrasing module. These discrepancies indicate that while Likert scale data provides a 

numerical snapshot, the narrative feedback may offer a more nuanced understanding of 

individual learning experiences.  
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Table 22 
Iteration 1: Student Comments on Learning Gains (n=21) 

Theme Sub-Theme Exemplar Responses (Respondent Number) 
Academic 
Vocabulary 

 Improved my academic vocabulary. Now I know how to choose 
the words for a stronger or weaker statement. (R6) 

Academic Writing 
Skills 

Coherence and 
Cohesion 

The structure of my paragraphs - making sure I had an intro 
sentence and then a closing sentence that summarised or lead 
into the next paragraph. (R3)  
More details on paragraphing (R12) 

Paraphrasing and 
Summarising 

paraphrasing (R9) 
I have improved my summarising skills (R15)  
I am going better in paraphrasing and synthesis from my reading 
to writing (R11) 

Synthesis 
I think in synthesising and paragraphing. (R4)  
I am going better in paraphrasing and synthesis from my reading 
to writing (R11) 

Text and Essay 
Structures 

Just more help in academic writing for improvement in essay 
writing (R5) 
I started to see the structure of the text more easily. (R10) 
Improved understanding of thesis statements (R13) 
Understanding various writing styles (R18) 
Improvement in writing introductions (R19) 
Enhancement in creating clear introductions (R21) 

Critical Thinking 
and Analysis Argument Structure Gained insight into structuring arguments (R20) 

I’m better at making argument in my writing (R14) 
Quoting and 
Referencing 

Quoting and 
Referencing 

Better use of evidence in writing (R16) 
Quoting and referencing (R17) 

Multiple Skills  Listening, reading and writing (R7) 
General 
Improvement 

 difficult but I have been improving a lot (R8) 

Limited Gains  Had previous knowledge so not much gained in this area (R1) 
 

     The diversity in individual responses, with some students consistently reporting significant 

gains across all modules, illuminates the complexity of individual differences in learning 

styles, prior knowledge, and engagement levels among students. This variation underscores 

the need for an approach that is not one-size-fits-all but rather adaptable and responsive to a 

range of learning needs and preferences. Kamardeen (2014) found that such an approach can 

improve student engagement and participation in technology-enhanced environments.    

     Moreover, the significant improvements in overall academic writing ability suggest that 

the workshop was effective in enhancing students’ comprehensive academic writing skills, 

rather than just the discrete skills addressed in the modules. This enhancement in students’ 

abilities could be attributed to an increased confidence in their writing skills, a phenomenon 

that has been documented in other studies (Goldsmith et al., 2022; Nallaya et al., 2022). 

Putwain and Sander (2016) emphasised the critical role of student confidence in academic 

skills as a key factor in academic success. This also suggests the workshop’s approach on key 

academic skills can impart a broader understanding of academic communication. 
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     It is important to note that these findings are based on a notably low response rate, with 

only 21 respondents out of 251 students participating, rendering the data less generalisable 

and raising questions about its representativeness. 

 

Instructional Style, Organisation, and Pace 

     In order to capture the students’ perceptions of the workshop’s instructional approach, 

three questions were employed in the SALG survey. Questions 9.1-9.3 adopted a Likert scale 

approach, asking students to rate the extent to which the organisation, instructional style, and 

pace of the workshop respectively helped their learning. Response options ranged from ‘No 

help’ to ‘Great help.’ In addition, question 10 employed an open-ended format, inviting 

students to comment on how the workshop’s instructional style specifically facilitated their 

learning. 

     An analysis of the data reveals an overall positive assessment of the workshop’s 

components (Figure 33). A majority of the respondents reported that the instructional style, 

organisation, and pace offered ‘Much help’ or ‘Great help’. Conversely, only a minority of 

students found these aspects to offer only ‘A little help’ or even ‘No help’. Qualitative 

comments corroborated these quantitative trends, commenting on the clarity and 

effectiveness of instructional style while also pointing to specific areas such as pacing and 

content organisation for future improvements. A subset of students found the pace to be 

either ‘too slow’ or offering only ‘a little help,’ suggesting that the pacing may not be 

universally effective, and students could benefit from a more tailored experience. Crosslin 

(2015) found that offering differentiated learning paths can improve self-direction and 

consequently intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, these branches would allow students who 

find the material less challenging to advance at a pace more suited to their skill level, while 

those who find the material more challenging could utilise the additional resources to 

consolidate their understanding. 

     Although the instructional style received predominantly positive feedback, qualitative 

comments highlighted a preference for more “hands-on exercises” and “practical examples.” 

Although several activities already require active student participation, Lowell and Moore 

(2020) noted the importance of adding a ‘real-world’ aspect to these exercises. Essentially, 

students need to perceive the immediate relevance of these activities to their personal 

contexts to deem them valuable. Enhancing the next iteration with more academic writing 

activities that were better contextualised to the students’ specific needs could be beneficial. 
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This approach would not only potentially encourage deeper engagement with the 

instructional material but also facilitate students’ understanding of the practical value and 

transferability of the skills that they are learning. 

 
Figure 33 
Iteration 1: Pace, Organisation, and Instructional Style Feedback (n=21) 

 

Discussion and Refinement 

     Based on the analysis of data from both the Smart Sparrow learning analytics and the 

SALG survey, a broad overview of the first iteration of the OAWW can be outlined. While 

students generally perceived significant learning gains in diverse aspects of academic writing, 

such positive self-assessments did not correspond to heightened engagement levels or module 

completion rates. This manifested in several ways: a noticeable number of students are 

probing and then abandoning modules; a majority are not progressing beyond the initial title 

screen of a module; and certain modules are being altogether avoided by students. 

Additionally, slides with tasks that required more effort were more often than not abandoned 

by students, after which they had no further engagement with that particular module. 

     A stated learning objective of the OAWW was to engage students with the production of 

academic writing, a task that students are seemingly reluctant to take on. Thus, it becomes 

imperative to calibrate tasks that align both with the intended learning objectives and the 

students’ willingness to invest in the learning materials. This requires a careful consideration 

of pedagogical strategies, an understanding of learner characteristics, and a flexibility to 

adapt and refine design based on ongoing feedback. By refining the OAWW based on actual 
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student engagement, the goal was to enhance pedagogical efficacy while remaining consistent 

with its stated learning objectives and expected outcomes. 

     Given this multifaceted challenge, several targeted refinements to the existing OAWW 

framework were warranted. The proposed refinements aimed to align the workshop with 

students’ learning needs, guided by insights from learning analytics and the SALG survey. 

The refinements were informed by Clark and Mayer’s (2016) multimedia principles of e-

learning, specifically the personalisation, segmenting, and signalling principles. These 

principles informed specific design modifications within the OAWW, such as the 

simplification of introductory information, the modularisation of certain activities, and the 

adoption of a more conversational nomenclature for module titles. It was hypothesised that 

these refinements would facilitate a wider range of module access, greater activity 

completion, and consequently, more robust learning outcomes.    

     The first refinement was guided by the signalling principle, which asserts that cues 

highlighting the organisational structure of educational material can facilitate learning. 

Analysis of the learning analytics data revealed elevated attrition rates at the early stages of 

each module. This indicates that students may struggle to discern the relevance of the module 

in relation to their specific learning objectives. To ameliorate this, the title pages and 

introductory content of each module were revised to include explicit statements of learning 

objectives (Figure 34). These proposed modifications were designed to provide clear 

directional cues for students and potentially mitigate the observed high attrition rates by more 

effectively aligning students’ expectations with the instructional material. 

 
Figure 34 
Iteration 1: Refintement to Module Introduction Slide 

Iteration 1

 

Iteration 2
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     This second refinement was predicated on the segmenting principle, which suggests that 

complex information is more efficiently processed when divided into smaller, manageable 

segments to improve learner comprehension and engagement. Initially, the Unpacking the 

Question module was considered not only a necessary initial step in the academic writing 

process but also essential for contextualising the OAWW within a real-world academic 

framework. Consequently, students were mandated to complete this module before 

progressing to others. However, this compulsory structure contributed to elevated attrition 

rates, and disengagement from this particular module effectively barred students from 

accessing subsequent modules. Therefore, the refinement entails reconfiguring Unpacking the 

Question’ into a standalone, optional module in order to reduce the number of slides 

dedicated to the framing of the OAWW and the university assignment theme. This proposed 

modification aimed to lower the initial barriers to entry, thereby enhancing the likelihood that 

students would more efferently advance to their personalised study plans and engage more 

fully with the OAWW’s core modules. 

     Additionally, the segmenting principle informed the re-evaluation of specific slides 

identified by learning analytics as high attrition points. Certain slides were deconstructed into 

scaffolded sub-tasks to facilitate a more incremental learning experience. For example, to 

encourage student engagement with more time-consuming tasks such as generating text, 

incremental challenges were employed, breaking the tasks into smaller, more manageable 

parts that gradually built in complexity. Other slides had instructional content clarified. These 

refinements aimed to enhance learner engagement and reduce attrition by making the 

educational material more accessible and relevant. It was posited that these targeted 

modifications would lead to more sustained interaction with the OAWW resources. 

     The final refinement was guided by the personalisation principle, which posits that a 

conversational style facilitates learning. The relatively modest engagement with modules 

such as Academic Register, Discourse Markers, and Synthesis calls for a re-evaluation of the 

terminology used in naming these modules to employ more prosaic and conversational 

language. Therefore, Academic Register was rebadged to Academic Style, Discourse Markers 

to Linking Words, and Synthesis to Connecting Ideas. Assuming the same principle, the 

newly emancipated module covering unpacking assignment question was named Answering 

the Task Question (Figure 35). The objective of this relabelling was to render the modules 

more approachable and less intimidating, thus potentially expanding their appeal to a wider 

student audience.  
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Figure 35 
Iteration 1: Updated Module Titles 

 
 

     Concurrently, all slides underwent a lexical review, and any terms or language deemed 

excessively academic or otherwise opaque was revised to a more conversational and 

accessible variation. Both a manual review and vocabulary profiler tools were utilised to 

identify potential lexical items. Specific focal points included terminology that could be 

considered jargon specific to the fields of academic language learning and second language 

acquisition, as exemplified by the terms ‘register,’ ‘synthesis,’ and ‘unpacking’. The aim of 

this process was to diminish the cognitive load on students of having to manage challenging 

vocabulary and thus facilitating easier navigation and engagement with the workshop’s 

content. 

 

Conjecture Map 

    Wozniak (2015) notes that a significant challenge within design-based research is 

determining the impact of specific design elements on learning outcomes. To navigate this 

challenge, a conjecture map has been employed as a heuristic device. This map serves a dual 

purpose: it acts as a theoretical framework that informs the pedagogical basis for the design 

changes and also operates as a practical guideline for implementing those changes. The map 

itself comprises several interconnected components: high-level conjectures rooted in Clark 

and Mayer’s multimedia principles, targeted design elements, observable mediating 

processes, and intended outcomes. This map guides the design process and offers actionable 
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insights that customise the OAWW learning experience in accordance with established 

educational principles. 

     Table 23 presents the conjecture map derived from the observations of Iteration 1, flowing 

firstly from the driving conjectures—namely, the Signalling, Personalisation, and Segmenting 

Principles. These high-level conjectures were triangulated with specific design elements, such 

as modifying module title pages, task structures, and discursive structures. Mediating 

processes are captured through observable interactions and participant artefacts. Finally, the 

map outlines the intended outcomes, which include aspects such as students accessing a more 

diverse set of modules and comprehending the module aims more readily. By integrating 

these various components, the conjecture map not only guides the iterative design process but 

also offers empirically grounded, actionable insights. These insights therefore aim to 

customise the OAWW learning experience to align more closely with foundational 

educational principles. 

 
Table 23 
Iteration 1: Conjecture Map for Next Iteration 

Conjecture Design Elements Mediating Processes Intended Outcomes 
Signalling Principle  
People learn better when 
cues are added that 
highlight the key 
information and its 
organisation. 
 
Segmenting Principle  
People learn more deeply 
when a multimedia 
message is presented in 
learner-paced segments 
rather than as a continuous 
unit. 
 
Personalisation Principle   
People learn more deeply 
when the words in a 
multimedia presentation 
are in conversational style 
rather than formal style. 

Tools & Materials  
• Module title pages and 

introductory 
information modified 
to indicate clear 
learning objectives  
 
 

Task structures  
• Unpacking the 

Question module 
modularised and 
integrated into 
workshop 

• Complex tasks broken 
down into scaffolded 
sub-tasks 

 
Discursive structures 
• More prosaic and 

conversational 
terminology used for 
module titles as well 
as throughout OAWW 

Observable 
interactions  
• Students access a 

wider variety of 
modules  

 

Participant artefacts  
• Students 

successfully 
complete 
activities across 
multiple modules 

• Students 
complete 
associated 
modules 

• Increased student 
engagement 
 

• Improved module 
access 

 

• Improved module 
completion 

 
• Increased reported 

learning gains 
 
• Elevated academic 

self-efficacy 
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6.2.2 Iteration 2 

     The second iteration of the OAWW was deployed in conjunction with the first Griffith 

academic trimester of 2019. Mirroring the inaugural launch, deployment proceeded without 

substantial technical difficulties. A subsequent review of each slide in the workshop 

confirmed that students successfully accessed all slides in Iteration 2, and that the issues 

identified in Iteration 1 had been rectified. No additional problems—technical or 

pedagogical—were detected. 

     Iteration 2 incorporated emotional engagement indicators to the data collection and 

analysis process to provide a more comprehensive understanding of learner interaction and 

engagement with the OAWW. Not only has positive emotional engagement been found to 

improve engagement and retention in digital learning environments (Henrie et al., 2015; Liu 

et al., 2023), but negative emotional engagement as well has been shown to be an important 

driver in learner perseverance (Paradowski & Jelińska, 2023).  

     Emotional engagement indicators were captured through the SALG survey and the focus 

group interviews (Table 24).  

 
Table 24 
Iteration 2: Engagement Measurement Plan 

Iteration Type Indicator Method  Data collection 

2 

Behavioural   
• persistence/retention • task completion • observed • analytics 

• work involvement • effort • student reported 
• survey 
• focus group 

Emotional  

• relating to schoolwork • enthusiasm • student reported 
• survey 
• focus group 

• positive affect • confidence • student reported 
• survey 
• focus group 

 

Learning Analytics 

     In the second iteration of the OAWW, a total of 521 students accessed the workshop, 

marking a 103% increase in engagement compared to the first iteration. While the average 

engagement time registered at just over 29 minutes, the data again revealed a remarkably 

disparate median engagement time of 1.9 minutes (n=510; SD=82.7 minutes). Eleven 

students recorded over 24 hours of engagement with fewer than three modules and were 

subsequently removed from the analysis as outliers. The wide disparity between the average 

and the median again confirms that while some students were heavily engaged, spending a 
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considerable amount of time engaging with the OAWW, a majority appear to have interacted 

only briefly with the workshop. The significant drop in the standard deviation confirms this 

with a much large proportion of students having accessed the workshop for less than 20 

seconds, just long enough to click through a few of the opening slides.  

     If the analysis is restricted to students who spent more than 5 minutes working on the 

workshop, however, the average engagement time soars to 1 hour 14 minutes with a median 

time of almost 26 minutes (n=197; SD=157.2 minutes). This illustrates the two-speed nature 

of student engagement in the OAWW, with the majority of students abandoning the resources 

after a few initial clicks and a smaller subset of users investing a more substantial amount of 

time on OAWW activities.  

      From Iteration 1 to Iteration 2, all of the modules demonstrated consistently higher initial 

engagement levels, particularly the three renamed modules, possibly indicative of the positive 

impact of the rebadging (Table 25). Academic Style and Linking Words evidenced 

proportional increases of 26% and 29%, respectively. The Connecting Ideas module saw a 

12% proportional increase, indicating positive yet more moderate engagement. Exceptionally, 

the Paragraphing module exhibited an extraordinary 60% proportional increase, capturing a 

markedly greater share of overall student participation. The Paraphrasing module registered 

the most modest gain with a 6% proportional increase. 

 
Table 25 
Iteration 2: Module Completion Rate 

Module Started Start Rate (%) Completed Complete Rate (%) 

Academic Style 88 17% 41 47% 

Answering the Task Question 37 7% 21 57% 

Connecting Ideas 45 9% 23 51% 

Linking Words 97 19% 44 45% 

Paragraphing 203 39% 76 37% 

Paraphrasing 34 7% 21 62% 

 

     In comparing Iteration 1 with Iteration 2, the learning analytics data also reveal a general 

upward trend in module completion rates. The renamed modules of Connecting Ideas, 

Linking Words, and Academic Style all saw completion rate improvements ranging from 37% 

to 51%. Particularly notable is the Paraphrasing module completion which surged from 35% 

in Iteration 1 to 62%. Conversely, the Answering the Task Question module experienced a 
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decline in overall participation, yet demonstrated a considerable increase in the completion 

rate, rising from 31% to 57%. This is consistent with expectations, as the module is no longer 

compulsory and more likely to attract only students who are specifically interested in the 

topic. On the other hand, the Paragraphing module, despite boasting the highest 

proportionate increase in initial student engagement, also recorded the lowest completion 

rate. This is most plausibly attributable to the module’s more demanding task requirements, 

particularly those that necessitate longer textual inputs. 

     An examination of student interactions over the course of the workshop corroborates this 

pattern of higher engagement. Table 26 presents the heat map visualisation of student attrition 

across various modules for Iteration 2 of the OAWW and provides insight into the diverging 

patterns of student attrition across the modules.  
 
Table 26 
Iteration 2: Attrition Heat Map 

 Academic 
Style 

Answering 
the Question 

Connecting 
Ideas 

Linking 
Words Paragraphing Paraphrasing 

Started 88 37 45 97 203 34 
Slide 2 -16% -32% -33% -31% -19% -9% 
Slide 3 -9% -8% -10% -7% -10% -3% 
Slide 4 -13% -4% - - -6% - 
Slide 5 - - -4% -8% -9% -3% 
Slide 6 -2% -5% -8% -2% -10% 0% 
Slide 7 -2%  -4% -2% -4% -17% 
Slide 8 -5%  - -5% -7% - 
Slide 9 -2%   -10% -5% -4% 
Slide 10 -4%   -2% -4% -4% 
Slide 11 -8%   -4% -18% - 
Slide 12 -4%   - - -5% 
Slide 13 -      

Slide 14 -2%      

Slide 15 -5%      

Completed 41 21 23 44 76 21 

 

     In comparing Iteration 1 to Iteration 2, the rebranded modules of Academic Style, 

Answering the Question, and Connecting Ideas generally show smaller percentage drops in 

attrition at each slide when compared to their Iteration 1 counterparts, indicating a more 

stable rate of student engagement. For example, Academic Style in Iteration 2 shows modest 

declines of 9% and 13% at Academic Style 3 and Academic Style 4, respectively, as opposed 

to the more abrupt 24% drop at Academic Style 2 in Iteration 1. Conversely, Paragraphing 

once again demonstrated a persistent level of attrition of 4-10% on each slide from 
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Paragraphing 3 onwards. Thus, while Iteration 2 broadly shows overall improvements in 

sustained student involvement, the Paragraphing module remains an area of concern. 

 
Figure 36 
Iteration 2: Median Time on Slides 

 
     Much like Iteration 1, Iteration 2 also displayed correlations between the number of 

attempts and the median time spent on individual slides (Figure 36). Specifically, the 

Paragraphing, Connecting Ideas, Paraphrasing, and Linking Words modules each 

demonstrated a mild negative correlation, with coefficients of -0.66, -0.01, -0.10, and -0.09 

respectively. These correlations imply that as the time needed to complete a slide increases, 

attrition rates also rise. As it did in Iteration 1, Academic Style again suggested no correlation. 

Also, as in Iteration 1, the p-values generally remained above the 0.05 threshold, except for 

the Paragraphing module which recorded a p-value of 0.03, suggesting statistical 

significance in this case.  

     While the lack of statistical significance across most of the modules limits certain 

conclusions, the data nonetheless provides valuable guidance for the refinement of the slides. 

It highlights which modules, such as Paragraphing and Paraphrasing, are potentially more 

challenging and time-consuming for students, suggesting areas for improvement. This 

information is crucial for reducing attrition rates and enhancing student engagement by 

tailoring content and teaching methods more effectively. 
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     Overall, the learning analytics data shows a modestly positive trend compared to Iteration 

1, although many of the same issues continue to be evident. While some persistent patterns 

might signal underlying issues that have not been fully addressed, the refinements in specific 

modules reflect improvements in the engagement. The consistent pattern of decline after the 

initial slides of a given module, however, remains a critical concern, and individual sharp 

declines within modules warrant close examination for targeted refinement. 

 

Learning Gains Survey 

     While Iteration 1 of the SALG survey exclusively focused on behavioural indicators such 

as work involvement and effort, Iteration 2 introduced an additional layer of inquiry by 

incorporating the construct of emotional engagement (Table 27). Emotional engagement was 

assessed through a set of indicators, including work-relatedness, positive affect, enthusiasm 

for learning, and learner confidence. These areas were specifically addressed in questions 3 

and 4 of the SALG survey. This dual emphasis on both behavioural and emotional indicators 

aimed to elicit a more comprehensive understanding of the students’ engagement with the 

OAWW as well as the impact of the implemented revisions.  

 
Table 27 
Iteration 2: SALG Survey Mapping  

Type Indicator SALG Question No. 

Behavioural  
• work involvement • effort 1.1-1.7, 2 

Emotional 
• relating to work 
• positive affect 

• enthusiasm for learning 
• confidence 

3.1, 3.2, 3.5, 4 
3.3, 3.4 

 

Behavioural Engagement. 

     The survey data for questions 1.1-1.7, drawn from a sample size of 46 students, again 

generally indicated positive, self-reported gains across all of the modules (Table 28). The 

highest mean score was observed in Paraphrasing (3.67), while the lowest was Connecting 

Ideas (3.37).  

     A number of comparative observations can be made with respect to Iteration 1. To begin, 

both iterations evidence a general trend of positive self-reported learning gains across the 

modules with Iteration 2 exhibiting similar response patterns to Iteration 1. For instance, the 

highest mean score in Iteration 1 was for Linking Words (3.71), while in Iteration 2, the 
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Table 28 
Iteration 2: Module Learning Gains Mean Scores (n=46) 

Academic 
Style 

Answering 
Question 

Connecting 
Ideas 

Linking 
Words Paragraphing Paraphrasing Overall 

Writing 
3.40 3.60 3.37 3.36 3.38 3.67 3.54 

 

highest mean score was noted in Paraphrasing (3.67). The heightened mean score for the 

Paraphrasing module in Iteration 2 is especially noteworthy, given its more moderate 

performance in Iteration 1. This improvement, in conjunction with its elevated completion 

rate, suggests that the refinements of the module have yielded positive outcomes. The module 

Answering the Task Question module displayed only a marginal difference in mean scores 

between Iteration 1 (3.65) and Iteration 2 (3.60), suggesting a level of consistency in student 

perception of its efficacy across iterations. Notably, the Connecting Ideas module—

previously named Synthesis—exhibited an elevated mean score from 3.14 in Iteration 1 to 

3.37 in Iteration 2. This improvement occurred in the absence of substantial content 

alterations, pointing to the possibility that the simple act of rebranding the module positively 

influenced student perceptions. 

     Despite broad trends of improvement, individual responses again presented complexities, 

discrepancies, and anomalies (Figure 37). In Iteration 2, there is a prevalent trend of students 

reporting moderate-to-good gains across multiple modules. However, as in Iteration 1, some 

students who reported strong overall gains in academic writing only reported ‘Moderate 

gains’ in most modules, reinforcing James’s (2009) assertion that focus on discrete skills 

students may find it easier to recognise their broad academic writing abilities than to isolate 

improvements in specific areas. 

     A series of independent-samples Mann-Whitney U tests comparing students’ self-

assessment of learning gains were conducted to investigate whether the refinements to the 

OAWW between Iteration 1 and Iteration 2 had a statistically significant impact on student 

opinion of the OAWW. On analysis of all six modules, none showed a statistically significant 

difference between the two iterations in a two-tailed test. The p-values for all modules were 

well above the conventional alpha value of 0.05, ranging from 0.06 for Paraphrasing to 

0.841 for Answering the Task Question. The effect sizes were also generally low, with 

Paraphrasing exhibiting the highest at 1.879. While the results did not reach statistical 

significance, it is worth noting that the lack of significant findings does not necessarily imply 

that the refinements were ineffective. Rather, it could indicate that the changes were simply 
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not substantial enough to result in measurable differences in the learning gains self-reported 

by the students. 

 
Figure 37 
Iteration 2: Self-assessment of Learning Gains (n=46) 

 
     Elicited from the SALG survey’s open-ended question 2, Table 29 provides an updated 

thematic categorisation of student comments on their learning gains. When compared with 

Iteration 1, a discernible shift in student perceptions is evident. In the first iteration, students 

largely commented on specific, concrete skills, such as paragraphing, paraphrasing, 

coherence, and cohesion. The thematic foci were largely confined to basic elements of 

academic writing, with limited attention given to overarching competencies. In contrast, the 

Iteration 2 data indicates a broader range of reported skills and competencies, touching on 

more abstract areas like critical analysis and academic style. Students also reported more 

about nuanced capabilities like formulating logical arguments and employing varied sources. 

Such changes suggest an advancement in the cognitive complexity of the skills gained. 

Moreover, there is an increased emphasis on meta-cognitive aspects of learning. Comments 

such as “increased confidence in my writing” and “better understanding of academic style” 

indicate a greater alignment with higher-order cognitive skills. 

     The data procured via questions 1 and 2 of the SALG survey aimed to capture the extent 

of students’ engagement as evidenced by their effort in OAWW. Firstly, it is important to 

note that while the enlarged sample size in Iteration 2 ostensibly offers as a more 

representative dataset, the findings are not universally generalisable due to the self-selected 

nature of the respondents and the low response rate in relation to the total student population. 
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Table 29 
Iteration 2: Student Comments on Learning Gains (n=38) 

Theme Sub-Theme Exemplar Responses (Respondent Number) 

Academic 
Reading 

Academic 
Reading 

I have more understanding for reading academic writing (R26) 
reading academic papers (R43) 

Academic 
Writing 

Skills 
 

Academic Style 
learning academic style (R12)  
academic style is better (R33) 
Became more proficient with academic style (R46) 

Coherence and 
Cohesion 

Better at paragraphing (R5) 
I can now write more cohesive and coherent (R6) 
I am now better at creating coherent paragraphs (R34) 

Paraphrasing and 
Summary 
Writing 

I have improved writing paraphrases (R10) 
paraphrasing (R11) 
Improved writing (R15) 
avoiding plagiarism and using paraphrasing (R39) 

Transitions and 
Discourse 
Markers 

Have learnt the importance of discourse markers (R9) 
Improved my ability to transition between ideas (R27) 
how to connect sentence and ideas (R31) 
I liked the connecting ideas unit (R41) 
Mostly no gains but I am now understand that discourse markers are 
important (R44) 

Use of Sources Using different sources and evidence (R38) 

Critical 
Thinking 

 

Critical Thinking 
and Analysis 

Better at critical thinking and analysis (R21) 
critical analysis (R28) 

Logical 
Arguments 

I can create logical arguments (R24) 
Gained skill in structuring complex arguments (R18) 

Grammar 
and 

Vocabulary 
 

Grammar 

Organising my writing and grammar (R2) 
grammar (R3) 
grammar (R22) 
I am now much stronger with my academic writing, especially 
grammar (R36) 

Vocabulary 
academic vocabulary (R35)  
Enhanced my vocabulary (R17)  
understanding academic vocab (R42) 

Unspecified 
Feedback  most the same (R37) 

Some parts were good (R14) 
Personal 

Development 
Increased 
Confidence More confidence in my writing (R40) 

 

     In considering the findings, the absence of statistically significant differences in students’ 

reporting of their learning gains across the various modules implies that the adjustments 

made to the workshop between the two iterations have not had a substantial impact on 

students’ learning gains. However, the depth and range of skills mentioned by the students in 

question 2 suggests that the curriculum might be effective in fostering deeper learning and 

awareness of academic discourse. Furthermore, the emergence of novel thematic categories 

and sub-categories, such as ‘Increased Confidence’ and ‘Critical Thinking and Analysis’, 

within the qualitative data points towards a broader, more holistic experience that extends 

beyond foundational academic skills to include elements of personal development and 

higher-order cognitive skills.  
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Emotional Engagement. 

     The focus in Iteration 2 expanded to encompass dimensions of emotional engagement, a 

vital aspect of engagement often sidelined in favour of cognitive and behavioural markers 

(Plass et al., 2014). Specifically, questions 3 and 4 of the SALG survey addressed these 

indicators, including enthusiasm for academic writing, interest in future academic writing 

courses, confidence in understanding the learning materials, confidence in completing 

academic assignments, and willingness to seek academic support (Appendix 1). 

     The recorded mean scores for the surveyed items ranged between 3.50 and 3.85, situated 

on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘No gain’ to ‘Great gain’ (Table 30). The highest mean 

score was for ‘Confidence that you understand the material,’ indicating a favourable 

perception of the workshop’s clarity and ease of access. The mean scores for ‘Confidence to 

write academic assignments’ and ‘Willingness to seek help’ were relatively lower but still 

above the midpoint, suggesting moderate positive impacts. Taken in aggregate, these findings 

substantiate the workshop’s impact on students, not only in terms of skill acquisition but also 

with respect to emotional engagement.   

 
Table 30 
Iteration 2: Self-assessment of Emotional Gains Mean Scores (n=46) 

Enthusiasm for 
academic writing 

Interest in 
taking additional 

classes  

Confidence that 
you understand 

the material 

Confidence to write 
academic 

assignments 

Willingness to seek 
help  

3.63 3.59 3.85 3.50 3.52 
 

    Figure 38 provides a summary of student responses to questions 3.1-3.5. Upon a close 

examination of this data, several interesting patterns emerge. Most notably, there is a strong 

prevalence of ‘Great gains’ in the categories of ‘Confidence that you understand the material’ 

and ‘Willingness to seek help from others when working on academic problems.’ This 

suggests that the workshop is successful in promoting students’ self-efficacy and also in 

fostering a supportive academic culture, which has been shown to support academic language 

learning and enhancement (Nallaya et al., 2018). The category ‘Enthusiasm for academic 

writing’ showed consistent ‘Good to Great gains,’ indicating that the workshop has a positive 

impact on students’ immediate engagement with academic writing. An intriguing anomaly is 

the scarcity of ‘No gains’ across almost all categories, except in the area concerning long-

term academic writing pursuits. This may indicate that while the workshop is effective at 
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instilling immediate gains in skills, there is room for improvement in sustaining long-term 

interest and commitment in students improving their academic writing ability. 

 
Figure 38 
Iteration 2: Self-assessment of Emotional Gains (n=46) 

 
 

     In question 4 of the SALG survey, students were invited to comment on shifts in their 

perceptions and attitudes towards academic writing. Table 31 breaks their responses down 

into themes and sub-themes, capturing different facet of emotional development. The 

students’ responses cover a broad spectrum, ranging from shifts in their overarching 

perspective on academic communication, to a boost in their self-confidence, and to the 

enhancement of specific writing skills and techniques. Notably, the data also reveals an 

expressed need for support.  

     The qualitative data captured from students’ responses complements the quantitative 

findings on emotional engagement in academic writing and offer additional depth to the 

students’ emotional engagement with the workshop. A recurring theme across multiple 

responses is the marked increase in “confidence,” a sentiment that is consistent with the 

quantitative mean score of 3.85 in ‘Confidence that you understand the material.’ For 

example, one student explicitly stated, “The class totally changed how I understand and do 

academic writing” (R17), while another noted, “No doubt, this workshop has made me better 

and more confident” (R23). Furthermore, words like “better,” “improved,” and “more 

interested” frequently appeared in the qualitative responses, reinforcing the quantitative gains 
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observed in the ‘Enthusiasm for academic writing’ category. One respondent summed it up 

by saying, “I’m much better at this and more interested in academic writing now” (R19). 

Another highlighted that the course was “a great guide to write papers” (R25), suggesting that 

the course content has been effective in enhancing writing skills.  

 
Table 31 
Iteration 2: Student Comments on Emtional Gain (n=31) 

Theme Sub-Theme Exemplar Responses (Respondent Number) 

Attitude to 
Academic 
Writing 

Change in 
Perspective 

The academic writing would turn to be easy and interesting, instead of boring 
and challenging (R4)  
Writing is a skill that the more we practice the more we can get better (R11) 
This class made me understand that Academic writing is important part while 
writing assignments (R17) 
The class totally changed how I understand and do academic writing (R29) 
The workshop was a good chance to rethink academic style (R32)  

Increased 
Confidence 

I become more confident and positive for academic writing (R2)  
I can write with confidence (R18)  
I’m more confident about my skills now (R22) 
I’m a bit more confident, but it didn’t change everything for me (R35)  

Increased 
Awareness 
and 
Motivation 

I’m more interested in improving my academic writing skills (R3) 
By having a clearer idea of how to write academic texts I think I feel more 
confident and have more motivation to write my assessments (R21) 
I’m much better at this and more interested in academic writing now (R31) 
I’ve gotten better at academic writing, but there’s still room for me to improve 
(R42) 

Improved 
Skills and 
Techniques 

Grammar and 
Vocabulary 

Improving my spelling (R9) 
helped fine-tune my grammar and writing (R39) 

Assignment 
Planning 

Planning my assignment (R13) 
It helped me change the way, I did my assignments and reports in a quick, 
smart and effective way (R10) 

Academic 
Writing Skills 

The class really improved my academic writing but I still have more to do 
(R24) 
The class was really useful for improving my skills and making me feel better 
about academic writing (R36) 
The course was a great guide to write papers (R34) 
I’m about the same but I have improved my writing (R44) 

Support 
and 
Resources 

Desire for 
Support 

Just frightened to have way more time to spend on writing and the support 
needed to improve and develop academic writing skills (R19) 

 

     However, it is worth noting that some responses also conveyed a sense of ongoing 

struggle and the need for further improvement. Statements like “Academic writing is really 

challenging” (R16) and “I’m a bit more confident, but it didn’t change everything for me” 

(R26) underscore this point. One respondent even mentioned being “frightened to have way 

more time to spend on writing.” (R14). Thus, while the OAWW appears to be largely 

successful in increasing students’ confidence and skill levels in academic writing, students 

continue to find it challenging. 
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Instructional Style, Organisation, and Pace 

     Turning to feedback on the instructional style, organisation, and pace—addressed in 

questions 9 and 10 on the SALG survey—several noteworthy shifts become apparent when 

comparing the data from Iteration 1 and Iteration 2 (Figure 39). Iteration 2 shows a marked 

increase in the percentage of students who felt the instructional style and organisation were 

only of ‘A little help.’ Specifically, those who found the instructional style minimally helpful 

jumped from 19% in Iteration 1 to 33% in Iteration 2. Likewise, dissatisfaction with the 

organisation increased considerably, rising from 14% to 43%. The qualitative feedback 

corroborates these quantitative trends, with multiple respondents highlighting the need for 

more hands-on exercises, practical examples, and a variety of teaching methods. Some 

students even reiterated concerns about the workshop’s pace and the density of the learning 

content. This data suggests that despite the generally positive learning and emotional gains 

reported by the respondents in both iterations, the less-than-perfect feedback on instructional 

style and pace indicates that improvements in these areas could potentially lead to even 

greater gains. 

 
Figure 39 
Iteration 2: Pace, Organisation, and Instructional Style Feedback (n=46) 

 
 

     In response to these shifts in student feedback concerning instructional style, organisation, 

and pace, it becomes crucial to consider more targeted refinements for Iteration 3. One 

recurrent challenge lies in the differing student perceptions surrounding the pacing of the 

workshop. To remedy this, introducing adaptive learning pathways that provide advanced or 

supportive materials could serve to customise the learning experience according to individual 

preferences. Although many students praised the instructional approach, others voiced 
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concerns about its monotonous delivery and content density. The incorporation of more 

interactive elements appears warranted could enhance student engagement in this regard. 

Examples could include self-diagnostic quizzes, peer discussions, and interactive activities 

aimed at diversifying content delivery and increasing student engagement. 

 

Focus Group 

     In Iteration 2, two focus groups were formed utilising a convenience sampling strategy, 

drawing from the students who had completed the SALG survey (Table 32). The invitation to 

participate in the focus groups was extended to all students who had responded to the SALG 

survey. Adhering to a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix B), the interview 

commenced with a probing discussion regarding the students’ English language proficiency, 

as well as their perception of the academic English language requisites at the university level. 

This phase set the context for an ensuing targeted discussion about the students’ experiences 

with the OAWW. 

 
Table 32 
Iteration 2: Profile of Focus Group Particpant 

Respondent ID Group  Nationality Academic Career Level  Area of Study 
Respondent 1 1 Korea PhD Psychology  

Respondent 2 1 China Undergraduate Business 

Respondent 3 1 Korea Undergraduate Hotel Management 

Respondent 4 2 China Undergraduate Business 

Respondent 5 2 China Undergraduate Business 

Respondent 6 2 China Undergraduate Business 

Respondent 7 2 Japan Undergraduate Study Abroad 
 

     Immediately, the lack of motivation and disconnection with the OAWW is evident in the 

focus group data. Students perceived the workshop’s content as misaligned with their 

academic needs, expressing a preference for alternative resources such as Google and 

YouTube. Respondent 2 emphasised this, stating, “I think this online course is pretty 

introductory for academic writing. So, I just spend a few minutes and then I finish because 

this is wasting time.” Respondent 3 agreed, stating “Actually, those information, honestly, 

we’ve learned it in like one of the classes.” 

     As the discussion progressed, the participants clearly expressed a need for more tailored 

and individualised assistance, indicating a desire for a more interactive learning experience 
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that is reminiscent of a live classroom. The need for tailored and contextualised feedback was 

noted as an influential factor in sustaining student engagement. Respondent 1 commented, 

“I’d like to write something, and I’d like to get feedback from a real person or real, genuine 

grammar check,” However, Respondent 1 also suggested later that a human teacher is not 

really necessary for studying these types of skills: “If we have a chatbot in this online course, 

I would use this. That’s really instant learning.”  

     This gap between their current experience and their desire for individualised support 

resonates strongly with the principles of self-determination theory (SDT). SDT places a 

strong emphasis on the importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as pivotal 

factors in enhancing motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Deci & Ryan, 2013). Mynard and 

Shelton-Strong (2022) asserted that “competence can be facilitated through offering 

informative feedback and meaningful guidance” (p. 6). This aligns with the students’ desire 

for feedback mechanisms that are responsive and adaptive and helping to fulfill their need for 

competence. 

     Additionally, the students noted an incongruity between the content of the workshop and 

their specific academic requirements. This is an observation supported by Lea and Street’s 

work in academic literacies (1998) with their recognition of the complexities of academic 

discourses in tertiary level writing. As Respondent 2 candidly expressed, “I feel very 

confused because the online system suggests that this structure is perfect for academic 

writing. However, my teacher disagrees.” This discrepancy underscores the challenges 

students face in reconciling differing academic norms and expectations, a challenge not easily 

addressed by a supplementary workshop, such as the OAWW. 

     Concerning access and user experience, respondents emphasised the necessity for cross-

device accessibility, particularly for mobile platforms. This aligns well with the technology 

acceptance model (Benbasat & Barki, 2007; Chutter, 2009), which posits that ease-of-use is a 

critical determinant for the adoption of technology. As Respondent 3 specifically observed, 

“Most students search on their phone rather than using their laptop because it’s convenient. 

However, if the text is too dense, font readability becomes an issue.” Additionally, there was 

a collective call from both focus groups to incorporate the OAWW into the official Griffith 

mobile app, although this suggestion may not be technically feasible. 
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Table 33 
Iteration 2: Focus Group Themes and Exemplary Responses 

Themes Subthemes Exemplary Responses (Respondent) 

Accessibility 

Mobile 
Access 

[If it was on] the Griffith app that can be [useful]. (R1) 
Most students search on their phone, not like using their laptop because it’s 
easy. But if it is too much letters it is hard to read the fonts [on a mobile]. 
(R3) 

Alternative 
resources 

That’s really instant learning. If we have a chat bot in this online course, I 
would use this. (R1) 
I’m normally searching on Google. (R3) 
I usually find answers on internet, like YouTube. (R6) 

Content 
Preferences Structure 

I have a big, like a big, structure problem (R2) 
 I don’t know about structure so through these systems I am trying to get 
like some information and improve my English, like exactly what is like 
academic English skills. (R3) 
 I saw it’s got stuff on structure, but I didn’t get much from it. (R4) 
 It gave me some idea about how to structure my paper. Not bad. (R6) 

Design 

Importance 
of Design 

And also the design is so, very important. [YouTube resources] use 
animation to concentrate on by students. (R1) 
 The layout was a bit dull, didn’t catch my eye. (R4) 
Visualisation [visual appeal and design] is really important for learning. 
(R5) 
 It’s alright, not super interesting though. (R6) 

Text 
Overload 

Too many letters [i.e., too much text]. (R3) 
 Just words. Makes my eyes go funny. (R6) 

Interactivity 
& Feedback 

Need for 
Interaction 

But I need more interactive course, that’s just these courses is always 
passive learning. (R1) 
 [I am looking for] more interactive with my writing. (R1) 
 I clicked around but it didn’t really talk back to me. (R4) 
 I could interact a bit, but it’s not like a real classroom. (R7) 

Need for 
feedback  

I’d like to write something and I’d like to get feedback from real person or 
real, genuine grammar check. (R1) 
 It’s good, but I wish they had like a real person to give some feedback? 
(R7) 

Motivation 

External 

the tutor recommended me to use this. So that’s why I found this 
[workshop]. (R1) 
 My tutor told me [about this workshop] and I follow her advice. (R2) 
 My friend said to check it out, so I did, but didn’t do much. (R4) 
 My classmate said it was useful, so I tried? (R7) 

Internal 

I want to improve my writing skill using online. (R1) 
 So that is, I found this quite useful and I practice a lot. (R2) 
 Actually, those information, honestly, we’ve learned it in like one of 
classes. Because all the international students take that courses. Of the 
courses they took everything. So we don’t have to find further information. 
(R3) 
 I didn’t use it much, looked boring. (R5) 
 I found it really useful and I think it helped improve my writing quite a 
bit. (R7) 

Quitting 

I think this online course is pretty introductory for academic writing. So, I 
just spend a few minutes and then I finish because this is wasting time. 
(R2) 
 I stopped using it ‘cause it wasn’t that fun. (R5) 

Relevance Relevance to 
needs 

Actually, those information, honestly, we’ve learned it in like one of the 
classes. (R1) 
I find it’s not really necessary in my writing. It’s just like vocabulary or 
grammar tips, reminds me to need to pay attention when writing to this 



144 

   

 

area. But when you finish all the essay you find out you use it just like a 
tips but not really need it. (R2) 
 It’s useful for some stuff but not for everything. (R7) 

Incongruity 
with 
assignment 
feedback 

I feel like very confused because on the online system they say, this 
structure is perfect, it will be good for academic system, academic writing. 
But teacher says it’s not. (R3) 
 It said my style was good, but my marks were still low so I need more 
practicing. (R6) 

 

     The importance of design also emerged as a significant theme. The significance of 

effective design was prominently highlighted as a recurring theme among respondents. 

“Visualisation is crucial for learning,” pointed out Respondent 5. This insight is in sync with 

Mayer’s (2001; 2005; 2014b) multimedia learning theories, which not only advocate for the 

considered use of multimedia elements in learning design but also emphasise the optimal 

integration of text and imagery to enhance cognitive processing and retention. As Respondent 

4 bluntly stated, “The layout was a bit dull, didn’t catch my eye.” This, combined with 

concerns about the density of text in the workshop, reflected a broader need for a more user-

friendly and appealing design.  

     Coupled with the data from the SALG survey, the focus groups offer complementary 

insights into students’ experiences and perceptions of their academic writing skills and 

attitudes. Student responses to the SALG points towards an advancement in students’ 

cognitive and emotional development, from mastering technical skills to exhibiting higher-

order cognitive skills like critical analysis and self-confidence in academic writing. On the 

other hand, the focus group participants highlighted deficiencies with the OAWW in 

accessibility, design, and interactivity of learning resources as pivotal to student engagement 

and motivation. Here, the feedback was less about the acquisition of specific skills and more 

concerned with the modalities of teaching and learning, underscoring the importance of 

resource design and interactive pedagogical strategies. Both data sets signal a need for 

continued support but from different angles: the SALG data implies that the content may 

need to be increasingly challenging to match growing competencies, while the focus group 

data suggests that the delivery and interactivity of content may require enhancements to keep 

students engaged. 

     Overall, the focus group discussions underscored an immediate and discernible lack of 

motivation and connection with the OAWW, highlighting perceived misalignment with the 

students’ academic needs and their preference for alternative, more readily accessible 

resources. Students expressed a desire for tailored and individualised assistance and lamented 

the perceived discrepancy between the workshop learning content and expectations of 
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academic language in their coursework. The overarching themes that emerged—lack of 

motivation, a craving for customised support, the necessity for interactive learning, and the 

need for user-friendly design—reveal a desire for convenience and accessibility that demand 

to be taken into account for refinement in Iteration 3. 

 

Discussion and Refinement 

     The data analysis from Iteration 2 highlights the complexity of educational design and the 

challenges inherent in aligning pedagogical intentions with student experience, particularly in 

dealing with technology-enhanced programs that are delivered asynchronously. When 

considering the refinements made after the first iteration in light of the data collected from 

the second, the results are mixed, indicating both successes and areas that need further 

adjustment. Given these mixed results, it is instructive to examine specific areas where 

adjustments were made after Iteration 1. 

     For example, updates to the module title pages and introductory content were designed to 

clarify learning objectives and aimed to improve early-stage retention. Additionally, the 

Unpacking the Question module was restructured as a standalone offering and eliminating it 

as a mandatory requirement. Finally, Iteration 2 featured more accessible, conversational 

language throughout the OAWW in order to lower the cognitive load on students and 

improve retention. While the SALG survey data indicated that learners found the language 

and objectives of the OAWW to be clear and the materials understandable, this did not 

translate into subsequent higher levels of engagement or module completion. The challenge 

appears to be less about clarity of learning objectives and more about its immediate relevance 

to the students’ needs. While making the Unpacking the Question module optional 

successfully lowered entry barriers, as seen in reduced attrition rates and increased module 

completion across the OAWW, attrition remains a concern and a significant majority of 

students who accessed the OAWW did not engage extensively with the material. This 

indicates that mere terminological and structural adjustments are insufficient.  

     The data strongly indicate that the implemented refinements have not fully achieved their 

intended purpose. Feedback from both focus groups and the SALG survey highlight a 

lingering disconnect between the content of the OAWW and students’ expectations, and that 

students desire a learning experience that is even more interactive, personalised, and directly 

relevant to their current academic challenges. These gaps indicate that further refinements are 

necessary and suggest that a broader range of guiding principles may be necessary to fully 
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accommodate the diverse needs and expectations of students. Informed by this data analysis, 

modifications for Iteration 3 have been shaped by the principles of self-determination theory 

(SDT). The goal is to tackle the enduring challenges related to student engagement and 

motivation by enhancing autonomy, competence, and relevance—key constructs within SDT. 

By adopting this approach, it is hypothesised that the OAWW will be better equipped to meet 

the diverse needs and expectations of students. 

     One design element introduced to foster student autonomy, a construct emphasised within 

SDT, is a self-assessment diagnostic test that is integrated into the OAWW (Figure 40). 

Positioned as the penultimate slide in the OAWW’s streamlined introductory module, the test 

invites students to respond to a series of diagnostic statements, such as ‘I can write effective 

and appropriate paragraphs in a range of genres.’ Students can choose from three responses: 

‘I can do this well,’ ‘I could use more help with this,’ or ‘I am not sure what this means.’ 

Based on their answers, a tailored study plan is generated, which includes their responses to 

provoke reflection on their immediate academic writing needs (Figure 40). The overarching 

objective is to improve engagement by encouraging students to consider their unique learning 

context and understand how OAWW’s modules can support those requirements, thereby 

offering a more authentically personalised learning experience. 

 
Figure 40 
Iteration 2: Diagnostic Self-assessment and Study Plan 

 

 

 

     At the end of each module, reflective prompts are also integrated to foster a more 

formative learning opportunity (Figure 41). In this example from the Academic Register 

module, students are invited to evaluate their learning gains in using appropriate academic 
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tone and style. Students are shown their self-assessment statement from the diagnostic and 

are given three new options for self-assessment: ‘I am much better at this now,’ ‘I have more 

confidence with this now,’ or ‘I could still use some more practice.’ Students are also 

provided with links to modules that they had previously identified in their Study Plan as areas 

requiring focus in academic writing. Previously, these module links had been static, with 

every student being presented the same pair of modules. By facilitating this level of self-

assessment and personalisation, the OAWW aims to inject both greater autonomy and 

intrinsic motivation into the learning experience of the workshop. 

 
Figure 41 
Iteration 2: OAWW slide example module reflective feedback 

 
  

     To build competence, another key construct of SDT, longer tasks within modules will be 

segmented into more incremental challenges. Slides with particularly higher attrition rates 

will be specifically targeted for these adjustments. This refinement aims to cultivate a sense 

of mastery by delivering tasks that progressively build on previously acquired skills, thereby 

offering a scaffolded learning experience with increasing complexity. This provides a 

scaffolding learning experience that increases in complexity. Finally, to further personalise 

the learning experience, additional exemplars have been created that are tailored to each of 

Griffith University’s four academic groups: Business; Health; Sciences; and Arts, Education, 
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and Law. Based on students’ diagnostic responses about their academic group, corresponding 

exemplars will be featured throughout the OAWW, thereby heightening engagement through 

more pertinent and relatable content. 

 

Conjecture Map 

     The third iteration of OAWW aims to create a more student-centred and individualised 

approach, with the design refinements aiming for enhanced intrinsic motivation through 

greater autonomy, increased self-efficacy, and a more personalised learning experience. In 

line with SDT, these objectives are geared towards providing students with a sense of 

mastery and competence over the subject matter.  

     The conjecture map for Iteration 3 builds on SDT as its foundational conjectures to focus 

on enhancing student motivation and engagement (Table 34). It introduces new design 

elements, including self-assessed diagnostic assessments, reflection tools, and personalised 

exemplars, in order to foster a sense of competence and relevance among students. The map 

outlines how these elements work in concert to increase module completion rates, foster skill 

mastery, and create a learning experience tailored to individual needs and contexts. The 

overarching goal is to produce learners who are intrinsically motivated, feeling both 

empowered and connected to the study material. 

 
Table 34 
Iteration 2: Conjecture Map for Next Iteration 

Conjecture Design Elements Mediating Processes Intended Outcomes 
Self-determination 
theory 
• Encouraging learners 

to have control over 
their learning 
experiences can 
enhance motivation 
and engagement 

• Offering structured 
support and challenges 
that align with 
learners’ abilities 
fosters the 
development of 
competence 

• Building a sense of 
connection and 
relevance to learners’ 
own contexts 
promotes intrinsic 
motivation 

Tools & Materials 
• Self-assessed 

diagnostic of 
academic skills 
needs 

 
Task structures 
• Incremental 

challenges 
within modules 

 
Discursive 
structures 
• Encouragement 

of self-reflection  
• Exemplars 

aligned to users 
academic 
program 
  

Observable interactions 
• Increased 

engagement 
• Increased completion 

of modules 
 
Participant artefacts 
• Reported increased 

confidence and 
motivation 

• Articulation of how 
learning connects to 
personal contexts 

• Enhanced 
intrinsic 
motivation 

• Students feel 
ownership of their 
learning process 

• Increased 
confidence  

• Stronger sense of 
connection and 
relevance to 
learning material 

• Enhanced 
understanding of 
individual 
learning 
challenges 

• Tailored learning 
experience 
aligned with 
individual needs 
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6.2.3 Iteration 3 

     The third iteration of the OAWW was deployed in conjunction with the second Griffith 

academic trimester of 2019. Similar to previous launches, this deployment unfolded smoothly 

without notable technical challenges, maintaining consistent learner access to the workshop. 

In this final iteration, cognitive engagement was included in the data collection and analysis 

process. These cognitive indicators—such as self-efficacy and higher-order thinking—were 

tracked through a combination of the learning analytics, the SALG survey, and focus groups 

interviews (Table 35).  

 
Table 35 
Iteration 3: Engagement Measurement Plan 

Iteration Type Indicator Method  Data collection 

3 

Behavioural  
• persistence/retention • task completion • observed • analytics 

• work involvement • effort • student reported 
• survey 
• focus group 

Emotional  

• relating to coursework • enthusiasm  • student reported 
• survey 
• focus group 

• positive affect • confidence • student reported 
• survey 
• focus group 

Cognitive  
• self-efficacy • module selection • observed • analytics 

• higher-order thinking 
• attention to 

learning needs and 
gains 

• student reported 
• analytics 
• survey 
• focus group 

 

Learning Analytics 

     In the third iteration, there were 461 unique accesses to the workshop, reflecting a slight 

decrease from the previous iteration. The learning analytics reveals that students spent on 

average just over 29 minutes engaged with the OAWW, but with a median time of just 2.8 

minutes (n=456; SD=78.8 minutes). Five outliers with engagement times over 24 hours were 

removed from the analysis. This pattern continues to suggest a bifurcated engagement profile, 

where a substantial majority briefly interacts with the content, while a minority engages 

deeply. When narrowing the analysis to only those students who spent more than 5 minutes 

on the workshop, the average engagement time extends to 1 hour and 6 minutes and the 

median time to 21.9 minutes (n=198; SD=108.5 minutes). 
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     In comparing the attrition trends from Iteration 2 to Iteration 3, some modules, such as 

Answering the Task Question and Connecting Ideas demonstrate a degree of stability, with 

negligible percentage shifts between individual slides (Figure 42). This contrasts with 

Iteration 2, where these modules experienced more frequent oscillations. Additionally, 

Iteration 3 exhibits a more pronounced decline in engagement immediately following the title 

slides of certain modules. Notably, the Connecting Ideas module registers a sharp 41% drop, 

and the Paragraphing module displays a 20% decrease. The Linking Words, Academic Style, 

and Paraphrasing modules maintain a similar pattern across all iterations, with smaller 

percentage changes between the slides. As with the previous two iterations, the Paragraphing 

module exhibits a persistent rate of attrition throughout the module. This suggests that the 

task scaffolding introduced following Iteration 2 has not successfully mitigated this trend. In 

fact, the data across all three iterations reveals a fairly stable pattern of student engagement 

and attrition across the workshop, suggesting that the various implemented refinements have 

had minimal impact on capturing student engagement or reducing attrition. 

 
Figure 42 
Iteration 3: Attrition Heat Map 

 Academic 
Style 

Answering the 
Question 

Connecting 
Ideas 

Linking 
Words Paragraphing Paraphrasing 

Started 79 33 41 84 180 31 

Slide 2 -15% -39% -41% -31% -20% -6% 

Slide 3 -13% - -13% -5% -8% -3% 

Slide 4 -14% -10% - -2% -8% - 

Slide 5 -2% - - -4% -9% -14% 

Slide 6 - - - -10% -9% -4% 

Slide 7 -  -10% -2% -4% - 

Slide 8 -2%  - - -9% -4% 

Slide 9 -2%   -7% -1% - 

Slide 10 -4%   - -3% -5% 

Slide 11 -9%   -7% -18% - 

Slide 12 -   - -4% - 

Slide 13 -      

Slide 14 -      

Slide 15 -10%      

Completed 37 18 19 40 66 21 

 

     Table 36 presents the module completion data for Iteration 3, breaking down the number 

of students who started and completed each module, as well as the percentage completion 

rate. The module completion data for Iteration 3 reveals minor variations but broad 
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consistencies when compared to Iteration 2. Completion rates in Iteration 3 range from 37% 

to 68% across different modules. Notable changes include a slight increase in completion 

rates for Linking Words and Paraphrasing modules, a consistent rate for Paragraphing and 

Academic Style and minor decreases in the completion rates for Connecting Ideas and 

Answering the Task Question. Much like the attrition statistics, the module completion data 

for Iteration 3 demonstrates rates that are largely commensurate with those of previous 

iterations, despite the refinements made to the course content. 

 
Table 36 
Iteration 3: Module Completion 

Module Started Start Rate (%) Completed Complete Rate (%) 

Academic Style 79 17% 37 47% 

Answering the Task Question 33 7% 18 55% 

Connecting Ideas 41 9% 19 46% 

Linking Words 84 18% 40 48% 

Paragraphing 180 39% 66 37% 

Paraphrasing 31 7% 21 68% 

 

     Figure 43 presents the median time students spent on each slide and the percentage of 

decrease. While Iteration 2 exhibited correlations similar to Iteration 1, Iteration 3 displayed a 

more varied pattern. The Paragraphing module continued to exhibit a statistically significant 

negative correlation of -0.64 (p=0.046), while the Connecting Ideas module shifted towards a 

positive, albeit statistically insignificant, correlation of 0.21 (p=0.613). The Linking Words, 

Academic Style, and Paraphrasing modules maintained their negative correlations, though 

the relationships remained insignificant. Despite the absence of statistical significance in the 

majority of these correlations, the general continuity of these trends across all three iterations 

implies an underlying validity. As such, they should not be disregarded.  

     Figure 44 visualises the flow of student movement between different modules of the 

OAWW. As the universal launch pad, the Study Plan naturally facilitates the greatest number 

of transitions to other modules. Notably, Paragraphing is the most frequently visited module 

from the Study Plan with 158 students moving in that direction, underscoring its importance 

as a foundational skill in academic writing. Conversely, Paraphrasing and Answering the 

Task Question receive relatively less traffic with 14 and 30 students, respectively, suggesting 

that these modules may be perceived as less relevant to the immediate needs of the students 

or may not be as clearly understood in terms of their importance. 
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Figure 43 
Iteration 3: Median Time on Slides 

 
Figure 44 
Iteration 3: Transitions from Modules (Sankey) 

 
     As one of the refinements implemented for Iteration 3, students were provided with 

adaptive pathway links to two additional modules upon completing a module. The module 

links that were presented were tailored according to the student’s initial response in self-

assessment diagnostic. For example, if a student had noted that they needed more practice in 

Paraphrasing and Academic Style, the student would then be presented with links to those 
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modules as their options. Alternatively, students could also choose to revisit their 

personalised study plan.  

     The learning analytics reveals distinct transition patterns, such as frequent moves from the 

Paragraphing to Connecting Ideas’ modules, and from Paraphrasing to Linking Words, as 

well as from Academic Style to Linking Words (Figure 45). With 57% of transition clicks 

leading to additional modules, this indicates a relatively level willingness among students to 

explore further topics within the OAWW and indicates that the overall learning environment 

is conducive to self-directed learning to some extent. However, the Study Plan also received 

return visits from multiple modules and approximately 43% of all transitions, suggesting that 

the recommended links may not always resonate with students’ perceived needs or interests. 

This highlights a potential gap between the OAWW’s intention to guide learners through a 

personalised learning path and the learners’ actual behaviour. 
 

Figure 45 
Iteration 3: Transitions from Module (%) 

 
    In Iteration 3, a reflective feedback prompt was added to the final slide of each module. Of 

those who completed the modules, 80% (n=166) responded to these reflective prompts, 

indicating a strong response rate (Figure 46). Breaking down the responses, the Linking 

Words and Paraphrasing modules elicited stronger responses, with 28% of students in each 

module reporting significant improvements in their skills. These modules also saw a majority 

of students reporting increased confidence at 53% and 56%, respectively.  

     In contrast, the Paragraphing module still has room for improvement, as 34% of students 

indicated they could use more practice, despite 25% reporting significant skill enhancement. 

The Connecting Ideas exhibited a disparity between confidence and skill mastery. Although 
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65% of students claimed greater confidence after completing the module, only 12% felt their 

skills had substantially improved. A similar trend was observed in the Answering the Task 

Question module, albeit less pronounced, with 60% feeling more confident but only 20% 

seeing significant improvement. The Academic Style module exhibits a balanced picture with 

13% of students reporting improvement and nearly half increased confidence, but 39% felt 

they needed more practice. 

 
Figure 46 
Iteration 3: OAWW In-Module Reflective Feedback (n=166) 

 
     The Iteration 3 learning analytics data illuminates the complexities of student cognitive 

engagement with the OAWW. Despite efforts to guide students through adaptive pathways 

frequent returns to the Study Plan highlight a disconnect between the designed learning paths 

and the students’ perception of their own needs. However, a slight majority of students did 

follow these recommended pathways, revealing some level of self-directed learning. 

Additionally, most students reported increased confidence in the various academic writing 

skills covered by the OAWW. Furthermore, a majority of students reported increased 

confidence in various aspects of academic writing, a sentiment reinforced by a high response 

rate to reflective prompts at the end of each module. This suggests a level of metacognitive 

awareness among students concerning their own learning gains.  

     Despite this increase in self-efficacy, fewer students reported significant improvements in 

their writing skills, indicating that enhanced confidence is not uniformly translating into skill 

mastery across the board. Further dampening these positive notes is the continued general 

trend of low module completion rates. Collectively, these findings stress the need for future 

iterations to better calibrate with the actual learning behaviours and needs of its student users 

in order to better facilitate meaningful engagement with the material. 
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Learning Gains Survey 

     The final iteration of the SALG survey yielded a sample size of 34 respondents. In 

addition to continuing the analysis of behavioural and emotional engagement indicators, 

cognitive engagement indicators were addressed in questions 5, 6, 7, and 8 of the survey 

(Table 37). 

 
Table 37 
Iteration 3: SALG Survey Mapping  

Type Indicator SALG Question No. 

Behavioural  
• work involvement • effort 1.1-1.7, 2 

Emotional 
• relating to work 
• positive affect 

• enthusiasm for learning 
• confidence 

3.1, 3.2, 3.5, 4 
3.3, 3.4 

Cognitive 
• higher-order thinking • attention to learning needs and gains 5, 6, 7, 8 

 

Behavioural Engagement. 

     Iteration 3 data of the echoed previous results with the generally positive impact of the 

OAWW on self-reported learning and emotional gains. Similar to Iterations 1 and 2, the data 

from Iteration 3 presented a range of mean scores across the modules, with Paraphrasing 

receiving the highest mean score (3.65) and Paragraphing the lowest (3.35). Interestingly, 

Paraphrasing has maintained a high mean score from Iteration 2 (3.67) to Iteration 3 (3.65), 

perhaps indicative of sustained effectiveness of this particular module. The mean score for 

self-reported learning gains in overall academic writing ability stood at 3.56, suggesting a 

generally positive self-assessment across the academic writing modules. 

 
Table 38 
Iteration 3: Module Learning Gains Mean Scores (n=34) 

Academic 
Style 

Answering 
Question 

Connecting 
Ideas 

Linking 
Words Paragraphing Paraphrasing Overall 

Writing 
3.45 3.58 3.38 3.38 3.35 3.65 3.56 

 

     It is noteworthy that although Iteration 3 exhibited positive self-reported gains, 

incongruities with individual student responses have continued to persist, as with previous 

iterations. For example, while students have reported ‘Good’ or ‘Great’ gains in overall 

academic writing abilities, the percentages for ‘Moderate’ gain in modules like Connecting 
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Ideas (53%) and Linking Words (50%) are at odds with that result. This reaffirms the premise 

that students find it easier to recognise gains in broader academic skills than in discrete, 

module-specific skills. The Mann-Whitney U test was once again employed to gauge the 

impact of any refinements made to the OAWW between Iteration 2 and Iteration 3, but the 

statistical analyses again revealed no significant differences between the iterations in terms of 

students’ self-reported learning gains.  

 
Figure 47 
Iteration 3: Self-assessment of Learning Gain (n=34) 

 
    Table 39 offers a thematic outline of the Iteration 3 student comments on their learning 

gains for each module. Student responses clustered around expected thematic areas such as 

writing, grammar, structural cohesion, discourse and style, paraphrasing and summarising, 

critical thinking, and self-efficacy. Importantly, students also reported an increase in 

confidence and self-efficacy in academic writing, validating the workshop’s holistic impact. 

Respondent 20’s response perfectly encapsulated the objective of the OAWW in stating, “I 

learned how to answer university assignments.”  

     Across the three iterations, there are subtle shifts in the student comments on learning 

gains. In Iteration 1, comments focused on foundational academic writing skills such as 

coherence, cohesion, and basic paraphrasing. Iteration 2 expanded on these themes, with 

students emphasising gains in more complex academic writing skills like discourse and 

synthesis, reflecting the increased engagement with those modules. Iteration 2 also exhibited 

more comments regarding increased confidence in writing and noting critical thinking skills. 

In Iteration 3, the comments suggest further refinement and diversification of skills. Notably 

more students commented on their ability to create logical and complex arguments, as well as 

to incorporate critical thinking into their writing. Overall, however, student responses across  
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Table 39 
Iteration 3: Student Comments on Learning Gains (n=24) 

Theme Sub-Theme Exemplar Responses (Respondent Number) 

Academic Skills  I learned how to answer university assignments (R20) 

Academic Reading  This helped me with reading journals and academic 
articles (R26) 

Academic Writing 
Skills 

Academic Style I’ve learned the academic style for my writing (R12) 
To write with academic style (R29)  

Coherence and 
Cohesion 

I am better at writing paragraphs (R3) 
Writing and paragraphing (R5) 
Writing organisation (R16) 
I can now write coherently. (R24) 
Good paragraphs (R33) 

Discourse Markers and 
Transitions 

linking words and linking ideas (R3) 
Using more transition words (R28) 
linking sentences with discourse markers in a paragraph 
(R31) 

Paraphrasing and 
Summarising 

Paraphrasing and summaries (R10) 
Paraphrasing (R22) 

Thesis Statement Thesis statement writing skills (R13) 

Critical Thinking 
and Analysis 

Argument Structure 
Using logic in my writing is easier now (R6) 
make argument in writing (R17) 
Learnt how to write about complex ideas (R32) 

Critical Analysis Add critical thinking to my writing (R21) 
Critical thinking (R9) 

Grammar and 
Vocabulary 

Grammar Grammar (R11) 
Academic Grammar (R34) 

Vocabulary Academic vocabulary (R18) 
I learned lots of academic vocabularies (R11) 

 

the three iterations mostly share considerable similarities, and while each iteration introduces 

new sub-themes, the core focus remains largely consistent with a sustained emphasis on 

foundational academic skills. Although they serve as a useful preliminary analysis for 

understanding the efficacy of the program in fostering academic skills, the limited sample 

size means that these results may not be fully generalisable to a larger student population. 

 

Emotional Engagement. 

     Students’ self-assessment of their emotional gains was again assessed in Iteration 3 on 

Likert scale in question 3.1-3.5 of the SALG survey. Mean scores ranged from 3.53 to 3.91, 

with the highest being for ‘Confidence that you understand the material’. This suggests that 

the OAWW may have succeeded not just in teaching the technicalities of academic writing 

but also in fostering greater self-confidence in their own capabilities with academic English, 

findings that are corroborated by the learning analytics in this iteration. This sustained high 
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levels of emotional engagement with the OAWW evidenced by the survey is noteworthy for 

its potential to influence positive behavioural change and increase long-term participation 

rates (Liu et al., 2023). 

     The data from Iteration 3 demonstrates that students rate their emotional gains quite 

highly, specifically in the area of confidence regarding their understanding of the material 

(Table 40). Comparing emotional gains across Iterations 2 and 3 reveals that while gains may 

fluctuate slightly depending on the individual modules, emotional gains tend to remain high. 

these results suggest that the OAWW does more than simply impart technical knowledge; it 

plays a role in boosting students’ self-confidence in their ability to effectively engage with 

academic English. The fact that these findings are backed by learning analytics lends further 

weight to their validity. This is a significant outcome, as heightened confidence can lead to a 

self-reinforcing cycle of positive educational experiences and outcomes (Dunn & Kennedy, 

2019; Liu et al., 2023; Paradowski & Jelińska, 2023). 

 
Table 40 
Iteration 3: Self-assessment of Emotional Gains Mean Scores (n=34) 

Enthusiasm for 
academic writing 

Interest in 
taking additional 

classes  

Confidence that 
you understand 

the material 

Confidence to write 
academic 

assignments 

Willingness to seek 
help  

3.71 3.71 3.91 3.53 3.56 
 

     Breaking down individual responses show that a large majority of students reported 

‘good’ or ‘great’ gains in their ‘enthusiasm for academic writing,’ ‘interest in taking or 

planning to take additional classes in academic writing,’ and ‘confidence that you understand 

the material’ (Figure 48). The Mann-Whitney U test revealed no significant differences in 

students’ self-reported emotional engagement or confidence levels between Iterations 2 and 

3. All p-values exceeded the conventional alpha level of 0.05, thereby retaining the null 

hypothesis. These findings indicate that the refinements made in the OAWW did not 

measurably affect student engagement or confidence across the surveyed dimensions. 

However, the consistently high levels across the two iterations should not be overlooked. 

     Student responses regarding emotional engagement indicators articulated a largely 

positive impact on their attitudes towards academic writing in English. Many respondents 

reported an increase in confidence, corroborating the elevated mean scores observed in self-

assessed emotional gains, particularly in ‘Confidence that you understand the material.’ This 
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Figure 48 
Iteration 3: Self-assessment of Emotional Gains (n=34) 

 
confidence was often linked by the students to improved academic performance, as illustrated 

by comments like “I received better marks on my assignments after this workshop” (R7) and 

“Changed the way I do assignments and reports” (R26). Other qualitative comments in 

Iteration 3 further delineated skills acquired, such as better assignment planning and the 

effective use of academic style. 

 
Table 41 
Iteration 3: Student Comments on Emotional Gains (n=24) 

Theme Sub-Theme Exemplar Responses (Respondent Number) 

Attitude to 
Academic 
Writing 

Change in 
Perspective 

I think knowing academic writing style is useful (R30) 
Total change in understanding academic writing (R3) 
Rethinking of academic style (R1) 
Importance of academic writing understood (R15) 

Increased 
Confidence 

I have some more confidence than before (R4)  
be more confident than before (R13) 
Better and more confident (R21) 
I become more confident and positive for academic writing (R17) 
More confident about skills (R24) 
Writing with confidence (R31) 

Increased 
Awareness and 
Motivation 

I have to work very hard to improve (R9)  
I’m more interested in improving my academic writing skills (R10) 
Academic writing is really challenging (R11) 
Academic writing is challenging (R14)  
I want to improve more and get more confidence (R18) 
I’m much better at this and more interested in academic writing now 
(R19)  
More interested in academic writing (R22) 
By having a clearer idea of how to write academic texts I think I feel more 
confident and have more motivation to write my assessments. I also think 
I might seek more help with academic writing to learn more (R28) 
I want to learn more about academic writing to improve my skills (R33)  
Will read more academic articles (R34) 

Improved Skills 
and Techniques 

Grammar and 
Vocabulary helped fine-tune my grammar and writing (R25) 

Assignments I received better marks on my assignments after this workshop (R7) 
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Changed the way I do assignments and reports (R26) 
Assignment writing is better (R27) 

Academic Writing 
Skills 

Writing improves with practice (R5) 
The workshop was a good guide for writing (R6)  
Gotten a lot better (R12) 

Support and 
Resources Support Concerns about time and support for writing (R16) 

General 
Feedback 

Limited 
Improvement The workshop was OK and helped me a little, especially with vocab (R32) 

 

Cognitive Engagement. 

     The addition of cognitive engagement indicators in Iteration 3 offers an opportunity to 

examine the program’s impact on both cognitive and metacognitive gains. Specifically, 

questions 5.1-5.3 interrogate students’ perceived growth in connecting key concepts from the 

workshop with external knowledge, applying learned skills to other courses, and employing a 

critical approach to analysing and constructing arguments (Appendix A). Complementing 

these Likert-style questions are three open-ended questions that addressed students’ changed 

study habits, the applicability of these gains to other academic contexts, and the impact of the 

workshop on their academic writing ability. 
 

Table 42 
Iteration 3: Self-assessment of Cognitive Gains Mean Scores (n=34) 

Connecting ideas Applying learnings Critical approach 

3.65 4.18 3.50 
 

    ‘Applying learnings to other courses’ achieved the highest mean score of 4.18 (Table 42), 

with a remarkable 79% of participants reporting ‘Good’ or ‘Great’ gains (Figure 49). This is 

closely followed by gains in ‘connecting ideas with other knowledge’, which had a mean 

score of 3.65 and showed that 56% of students experienced ‘Good’ to ‘Great’ gains. The use 

of a ‘critical approach to argument analysis and construction’ reported a mean score of 3.50, 

with 59% of respondents indicating ‘Good’ to ‘Great’ gains. These findings suggest that the 

OAWW serves as an avenue for students to acquire skills readily transferable to other 

academic contexts.  

     The qualitative feedback strongly supported these quantitative findings (Table 43). 

Students reported transformative changes in their learning and study strategies, particularly 

noting gains in English language proficiency, improved organisational skills, and enhanced 

writing efficiency. These benefits were not just around discrete academic skills but deeply 

ingrained in the students’ academic thought processes. Many participants cited the  
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Figure 49 
Iteration 3: Self-assessment of Cognitive Gains (n=34) 

 
workshop’s influence on the logical organisation of their ideas and the coherency of their 

paragraphs. Notably, some students mentioned that the workshop helped them to identify 

their weaknesses, allowing for targeted improvement. 

    Additional benefits included a broader perspective on academic writing. Responses such as 

“I learn how to logically organise my idea and I also notice coherence of the paragraph,” and 

“I will use some of the tools I got from the workshop to write my assessments in other 

courses” (R33), show how students are internalising the cognitive skills imparted by the 

workshop and understanding their utility across different academic tasks. One comment in 

particular encapsulated the broader cognitive gains and their implications succinctly: “This 

workshop let me know the importance of the standard in academic writing” (R18). 

     The SALG survey data from Iteration 3 provides a compelling insight into the students’ 

cognitive engagement with the OAWW. In terms of self-efficacy, a robust mean score of 4.18 

for the ability to apply learnings to other courses, complemented by a strong 79% of 

participants reporting ‘Good’ or ‘Great’ gains, attests to their confidence in transferring skills 

to various academic contexts. This is further substantiated by the qualitative data where 

students expressed that the workshop enabled them to identify and focus on their academic 

weaknesses. Students exhibiting higher-order thinking is evident in two domains: critical 

approach to argumentation and connecting classroom ideas with external knowledge. With 

mean scores of 3.50 and 3.65, respectively, these domains indicate that the workshop 

facilitates not just rote learning but the kind of analytical and synthetic thinking integral to 

academic success. This aligns with qualitative comments on the workshop’s impact on 

logical organisation of ideas and enhanced critical thinking. Furthermore, a number of 

students noted their increased awareness of the function of academic discourse in not only 
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Table 43 
Iteration 3: Student Comments on Cognitive Gains (n=29) 

Theme Sub-Theme Exemplar Responses (Respondent Number) 

Metacognitive 
skills 

Awareness of 
abilities 

It could help me to get more view of my writing level (R11) 
Continued learning of weaknesses (R14) 
After I knew my weaknesses and mistakes, I tried to adjust 
and change my studying ways for better education. (R27)  

Awareness of 
academic language 

This workshop let me know the importance of the standard in 
academic writing (R22) 
I could think about writing structures, grammars and wide 
ranges of vocabulary synonyms (R26) 

Transferability of 
skills 

I can use these different skills in research (R24) 
I will use some of the tools I got from the workshop to write 
my assessments in other courses (R33)  

Higher-order 
thinking 

Critical analysis & 
thinking 

Logical organisation of ideas (R15) 
Critical thinking (R21)   
Improved paper analysis (R22) 
Enhanced critical thinking (R31)   

Analytical expression 

It has defined a new dimension for me to think and write 
effectively (R13) 
An excellent ability to express my opinion (R30) 
I have a more academic approach (R33) 

Improved 
academic skills 

Enhanced writing 
efficiency 

More organised and confident (R6) 
Enhanced writing efficiency (R24)   
Be more organised and confident (R19)   

Improved grammar 
and vocabulary 

Improved grammar and formal vocabulary (R6) 
Can use more formal words and pay more attention to my 
grammar like tense. (R19)   
Enhanced grammar and utilisation of academic language 
(R24) 

Emotional gains 

Increased confidence 

Increased confidence in academic writing (R1) 
It has had a huge impact on my assignment. By 
understanding how to write an essay academically, I feel 
more confident regarding academic writings. (R25)   

Willingness to seek 
help 

Willingness to seek help from others when working on 
academic problems (R19)  
at the moment im writing a report of 3000 word and i feel 
glad this kind of workshop exist i can get extra help (R28)  

 

their own reading, but also in the critical reading. The evidence suggests that the OAWW not 

only equips students with vital academic tools but also imbues them with the confidence and 

cognitive agility to deploy these tools effectively across diverse academic landscapes. 

 

Instructional Style, Organisation, and Pace 

     In the third iteration of the academic workshop, both quantitative and qualitative data 

suggest noteworthy shifts in student perceptions about the instructional style, organisation, 

and pace of content delivery. Specifically, the percentage of students reporting that the 
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instructional style offered ‘A Little Help’ dropped from 33% in the second iteration to 15% in 

the third. Similarly, students finding ‘A Little Help’ in organisation decreased dramatically 

from 43% to 15%. As for the pace, the ‘A Little Help’ category saw a drop from 19% to 9%. 

Conversely, the categories indicating ‘Moderate Help’ and ‘Great Help’ saw significant 

fluctuations across all three domains. 

     The qualitative data mirror these trends with more comments praising the workshop’s 

clarity and relevance than in did so in previous iterations. Albeit some feedback still indicated 

that the pace was too slow, and the design could be more engaging. This is a shift from the 

second iteration, where the feedback overwhelmingly pointed to issues with content density 

and pacing as areas requiring optimisation. These trends in student feedback suggest that the 

improvements made following the second iteration—particularly in terms of organisation and 

pace—have been mostly successful, but with room for further refinement. 

 
Figure 50 
Iteration 3: Pace, Organisation, and Instructional Style Feedback (n=34) 

 
 

     In comparing the data from the SALG survey across the three iterations, several recurrent 

patterns become apparent. Firstly, self-reported learning gains remain consistently strong 

across all iterations, although specific modules may vary slightly in their results from one 

iteration to the next. Secondly, despite refinements made to the OAWW, statistically 

significant differences in learning outcomes are still elusive, suggesting that making 

measurable improvements is a complex challenge. This points to the difficulty of simplifying 

diverse student experiences in real-world educational environments into aggregate data.  

    Complementing these insights, the survey and learning analytics data collectively indicate 

a generally positive impact of the OAWW. Most students reported gains in the areas of 

enthusiasm, confidence, and willingness to seek help, suggesting the workshop’s 
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effectiveness in enhancing both skills and attitudes towards academic writing. The alignment 

between perceived and actual gains is noteworthy, especially in areas like Paragraphing, 

where both the survey and analytics showed high mentions. 

 

Focus Group 

     In Iteration 3, the focus groups interviews were again comprised of two groups and was 

formed following the same convenience sampling strategy, drawing from the students who 

had completed the SALG survey (Table 44). Following a semi-structured interview protocol 

(Appendix B), the conversation began with an exploration of the students’ English language 

proficiency and their thoughts on the academic English language requirements at university. 

Responses mirrored those of the second iteration, albeit with some distinct nuances (Table 

45). 

 
Table 44 
Iteration 3: Profile of Focus Group Particpants 

Respondent ID Group  Nationality Academic Career Level  Area of Study 
Respondent 8 1 Indonesia Postgraduate Environment 

Respondent 9 1 China Postgraduate Business 

Respondent 10 2 Viet Nam Undergraduate Hotel Management 

Respondent 11 2 China PhD Engineering 

Respondent 12 2 Japanese Undergraduate [not stated] 
 

     A strong inclination towards multimedia elements, particularly video content, emerged as 

a prominent theme. This preference is consistent with research indicating the efficacy of 

video resources in English language learning (Baker et al., 2021; Henderson et al., 2015). As 

Respondent 8 noted, “I spend more time watching videos and TikTok. There are heaps of 

videos about how to use vocabulary.” This affinity for video was highlighted against the 

backdrop of students’ struggles with the text-heavy nature of the OAWW, with a number of 

students again reporting that the excessive text and reading in the OAWW was taxing. 

Respondent 9 captured this sentiment, saying, “I think this is only for reading... And 

sometimes I am very tired, my eyes, so I can’t keep reading heaps of stuff.” The students’ 

preference for video over dense textual content can be viewed as a coping strategy to 

alleviate cognitive overload, a concern substantiated by both cognitive load theory and 

multimedia principles of design (Mayer, 2014a; Sweller et al., 2011; Sweller et al., 1998).  
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     In comparing the third iteration with the previous one, it is evident that students’ desire for 

a more interactive and adaptive OAWW has intensified. Comments like “It doesn’t react, it’s 

just there” (R10) and “It’s not interactive. It’s like reading a book” (R11) underscored a 

demand for higher engagement. The recurrence of this theme reflects the persistent 

misalignment between student preferences and the tool’s capabilities. Furthermore, the focus 

group corroborated that students primarily resort to platforms such as the OAWW in 

moments of specific academic need rather than incorporating them into their regular study 

habits. Some respondents even attributed non-use to a lack of desire to improve English and 

academic skills among some students. Respondent 10 crystallised this in stating, “I thought 

it’d help with my structure, but it’s not that clear.” This indicates that despite some 

enhancements, the concerns surrounding content relevance and user engagement, first flagged 

in Iteration 2, still linger.   

     Significantly, however, one student, as a result of their own positive personal experiences 

with the OAWW, related a story about sharing the workshop with a classmate. Respondent 8 

explained, “And then I introduced [my friend] to [this workshop]. Because I think that this 

page is very useful for me. And she told me this page is very useful for her also.” Respondent 

12 mentioned that they were recommended the workshop by their tutor. The influence of 

peer-to-peer and mentor interactions plays a crucial role in promoting the adoption and 

acceptance of technology-enhanced learning, a concept that is strongly supported by the 

unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT) model (Venkatesh et al., 2003; 

Venkatesh et al., 2012). Such testimony amplifies the need to consider societal influences, 

particularly those from peers and mentors, in shaping the uptake of programs like the 

OAWW. 

     Overall, the findings from the third focus group showed both continuity and divergence 

from the trends observed in the second iteration. Students again lauded multimedia elements 

but reiterated the need for more personalisation, academic relevance, and interactivity. The 

overarching sentiment indicated that students were not overly enthused or satisfied with the 

OAWW. The insights also emphasised a need to align the OAWW better with students’ 

unique academic requirements and motivation levels. 
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Table 45 
Iteration 3: Focus Group Themes and Exemplary Responses 

Themes Subthemes Exemplary Responses (Respondent) 

Accessibility 
Alternative 
Resources 

I spend more time watching videos and TikTok. There are heaps of 
videos about how to use vocabulary, how to use conjunction rules, how to 
use, you know, linking words. I watched all of those videos (R8). 
I use Grammarly online tools to check typos. (R9) 
I usually just Google stuff if I’m stuck, quicker that way. (R10) 
I prefer YouTube tutorials, they explain better. (R12) 

Mobile Access It’s easier on the phone, but the text is too small to read. (R10) 

Content 
Preferences 

Grammar 

It’s like, if I’m writing a sentence, I will use Chinese grammar or Chinese 
way to think about how to make a sentence. (R8) 
Grammar is quite a bit challenging for me.  Because in Indonesia we 
don’t have tenses and like preposition and something like that. (R9)  

Structure 
I thought it’d help with my structure, but it’s not that clear. (R10) 
Structure is confusing, this didn’t help much. (R11) 
I really needed help with structuring my essays, this helped a bit. (R12) 

Design 

Importance of 
Design 

When I submit my [response, the workshop] just provide another one and 
I have to compare on my own. (R9) 
The style is too plain, YouTube always has good looking lectures. (R10) 
The layout was a bit dull, didn’t catch my eye. (R11) 
The design is simple but good for learning. (R12) 

Text Overload 
I think this is only for reading, the majority of it is only for reading.  And 
sometimes I am very tired, my eyes, so I can’t keep reading heaps of 
stuff. (R9) 

Interactivity 
& Feedback 

Need for 
Feedback 

I wish it gave immediate feedback? (R10) 
The feedback was helpful and timely. (R12) 

Need for 
Interaction 

It doesn’t react, it’s just there. (R10)  
It’s not interactive. It’s like reading a book. (R11) 

Motivation 

External 

And then I introduced [my friend] to [this workshop]. Because I think 
that this page is very useful for me. And she told me this page is very 
useful for her also. (R8) 
My tutor recommended it and it was actually helpful. (R12) 

Internal 

I always want to pursue higher marks in my academic writing. (R8) 
Student needs to be motivated, they don’t have self-control to continue. 
(R8) 
I access this because I need it.  And this way, when I try once and then I 
found that it improved my writing skills. (R9)  
I wanted to get better, but didn’t find much help here. (R10) 
I was keen to improve and this actually helped me. (R12) 

Certification [If] the certification is really [necessary], then I will do. (R8) 

Relevance 

Incongruity 
with 
Assignment 
Feedback 

I got different feedback from my tutor, so now I’m confused. (R11) 

Relevance to 
Needs 

One of the advisor says that I need to put some linking words to connect 
my ideas. And I found this page and then I tried to train, to practice with 
the linking words page. And then it works and I think my writing is going 
better right now. (R9) 
It’s got some good tips but doesn’t really fit what I need for my courses. 
(R10) 

 

 



167 

   

 

Discussion and Refinement 

     Drawing from the findings of Iteration 3, it is clearly evident that the current design of the 

OAWW demands more than just minor adjustments. While certain enhancements such as 

improved clarity and updates to the modules were successfully implemented following 

Iteration 2, these did not translate into marked improvements in student engagement. Rather, 

the continued tepid response to the OAWW highlights a challenge that transcends mere 

content and navigational features. Data from both focus groups and the SALG survey 

underscore a persistent disconnect between the learner experience with the OAWW and the 

academic expectations that learnings are encountering with their coursework. Furthermore, 

comments such as “My teacher sent me the link, and I thought I had to do it” (R10) betray a 

sense of obligation, rather than intrinsic motivation or enthusiasm. This lack of alignment 

suggests that the learning experience offered by the OAWW is not yet perceived as 

sufficiently interactive, personalised, or directly relevant to students’ immediate academic 

challenges. The conclusion drawn from this then is that more fundamental adjustments are 

required, indicating the necessity for an expanded set of guiding principles to accommodate 

the diversity of learner needs and expectations. 

     The issue of relevance is particularly salient, as students have noted clear incongruities 

between the OAWW and their university assignments. This concern was vividly expressed in 

focus groups, where students articulated a need for support and resources that are both 

individually tailored and academically contextualised. Indeed, this perspective dovetails with 

Wingate’s extensive research (2006, 2009, 2022) amongst others (Ashton-Hay et al., 2018; 

Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Ma, 2018; Murray & Nallaya, 2014), which challenges the 

efficacy of generic, online support systems. While it is fair to argue that such resources 

should not operate as a one-size-fits-all solution, workshops like the OAWW can still serve 

as a supplement to more personalised and subject-specific academic support. The challenge 

then lies in effectively integrating the OAWW into the broader apparatus of student support 

and success within the university, an approach that has been substantiated by a range of 

studies (Dooey & Grellier, 2020; Dunworth et al., 2014; Edwards et al., 2021; Fenton-Smith 

et al., 2018; Goldsmith et al., 2022). 

     The data further highlights a common challenge cited by students: the platform’s limited 

mobile accessibility. This not only underscores the need for a more user-friendly interface but 

also amplifies the urgency for optimal mobile device configuration. The significance of 

mobile compatibility goes beyond mere navigational issues; it can have a substantial impact 
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on both the frequency and depth of student engagement with the platform. Hsu & Lin’s 

(2021) and Yang et. al’s (2008) research both emphasise the crucial role of mobile access and 

compatibility in driving intrinsic motivation, which in turn influences the adoption of 

educational technology. This relationship can be better understood through the UTAUT 

model’s principle of effort expectancy, which refers to a user’s perception of how easy a 

technology is to use or access (Venkatesh et al., 2003; Venkatesh et al., 2012; Williams et al., 

2015). 

     To address these issues, a number of significant refinements and alterations must be 

considered for subsequent iterations. The findings from Iterations 2 and 3 strongly suggest 

that a greater adherence to self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Niemiec & 

Ryan, 2009) and the unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT) 

(Venkatesh et al., 2003; Venkatesh et al., 2012) would be constructive in informing these 

changes. Specifically, SDT can guide the personalisation of learning journeys and the 

integration of tailored and actionable feedback to enhance intrinsic motivation and learner 

autonomy. Research has shown when these principles are applied, they can enrich emotional 

well-being and intrinsic motivation (Bauer et al., 2019; Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022). 

Concurrently, principles of UTAUT can inform the design and functionality improvements 

needed to maximise ease of use and perceived utility, thereby increasing the likelihood of 

broader uptake and sustained engagement with the workshop. 

    A key enhancement involves the tailoring of modules to better align with the distinct 

academic requirements of Griffith University’s four primary academic groups: Business, 

Health, Sciences, and Arts, Education and Law. As supported by SDT, this contextualisation 

seeks to improve the workshop’s perceived personalisation and utility, with the ultimate aim 

of boosting student engagement (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Deci & Ryan, 2013; Mynard & 

Shelton-Strong, 2022). The refinement process will encompass the development of 

discipline-specific exemplars and activities which will also feature language and discourse 

patterns more closely aligned with the particular discourses, genres, and academic 

expectations characteristics of each academic group, an approach validated by research on 

discipline-specific language education (Drury & Mort, 2015; Dugartsyrenova, 2019; Ellis, 

2004). Student’s responses to questions about their degree on the initial diagnostic test will 

guide them to the appropriate learning channel.  

     Building on the initial diagnostic test introduced in Iteration 2, the personalisation of the 

learning journey will also be further refined. This customisation aims to meet students’ 



169 

   

 

growing demand for individualised pathways and will entail adopting a more granular 

approach to embedding adaptive pathways within each of the modules. For instance, students 

can choose tasks based on their preferred level of challenge or time and effort that they 

willing to commit. Students who have limited availability or are focused on specific topics, 

for example, can choose truncated modules to better suit their time constraints and learning 

objectives. Students who opt for the full modules will benefit from adaptive pathways that 

guide them through either more scaffolded or accelerated tasks, depending on the quality of 

their responses to previous assignments. While this an adaptive approach to online learning 

has been suggested to enhance student engagement (FitzGerald et al., 2018; Kerr, 2016; 

Petersen & Markiewicz, 2008), it is important to note that there is no universal agreement on 

its effectiveness, likely due to the complexities involved in implementing such an approach 

(Canals & Mor, 2022). Significantly, the Smart Sparrow learning platform was specifically 

engineered to facilitate this type of adaptive learning experience. It offers robust tools for 

constructing these adaptive pathways, as well as comprehensive learning analytics for 

monitoring student progress. 

     To address the persistent high attrition rates observed in certain tasks and slides, a multi-

faceted restructuring approach will be adopted. Specifically, tasks will be broken down into 

smaller, incremental challenges to facilitate more manageable learning experiences. As 

discussed previously, alternate pathways will be introduced, allowing students potentially to 

bypass tasks requiring longer textual input from students. While this may seem like a 

departure from the original design principle of encouraging interactive activities, the decision 

was made with the understanding that maintaining student retention is a higher priority in this 

context. Importantly, the more challenging tasks will remain available for those who wish to 

engage with them. This revised approach aligns with the principles of SDT by offering both 

competency and autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The smaller, 

incremental challenges facilitate skill competency by allowing students to build their abilities 

progressively. At the same time, the introduction of alternate, less text-intensive pathways 

offers students the autonomy to choose their level of engagement, allowing them to navigate 

the material in a way that best suits their individual learning needs and preferences. 

     To further enhance the learning experience, self-assessment quizzes will be strategically 

placed within the content to help learners gauge their understanding and facilitate meaningful 

engagement. Following assessments, learners will receive real-time, nuanced feedback that 

goes beyond merely indicating whether an answer is correct or incorrect. This feedback will 
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provide targeted explanations and actionable tips, thereby enhancing learners’ sense of 

competence. To facilitate reflection and goal setting, automated progress reports will be 

generated, offering personalised insights into students’ strengths and areas requiring 

improvement.  

     Moreover, the existing compare-and-contrast reflective activities will be augmented with 

the inclusion of annotated examples and interactive annotations. Exemplar responses for 

crucial tasks will be presented, annotated to highlight key elements and common pitfalls. 

These annotations will be interactive, allowing learners to click for deeper explanations or 

additional resources, thereby providing a nuanced understanding of what constitutes effective 

academic writing (Figure 51). These enhancements aim to offer a more interactive, reflective, 

and personalised learning experience. 

 
Figure 51 
Iteration 3: OAWW Interactive Annotations  

  
 

     Overall, these improvements are designed to offer a more structured and adaptive learning 

experience, focusing on learners’ individual needs and promoting deeper engagement with 

the content. According to SDT, tailored formative feedback such as this serves dual purposes: 

it enhances learners’ feelings of competence by providing them with a clear understanding of 

their performance and areas for improvement (Deci, 1971; Deci & Ryan, 1985), and it fosters 

a sense of relatedness by acknowledging students’ unique learning paths and challenges 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000; Reeve, 2002). Consequently, this type of feedback can increase 

students’ intrinsic motivation to engage more deeply with the workshop content, as it directly 

addresses their individual needs and makes the learning experience feel more relevant and 

responsive (Bauer et al., 2019). While truly personalised, real-time feedback was not feasible 
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at the time the OAWW was initially developed, advancements in AI technologies like large 

language models (e.g., ChatGPT) present exciting new possibilities for integrating automated, 

yet deeply personalised, feedback. 

     In response to the persistent demand for better mobile accessibility, a transition to a 

responsive design for the OAWW is imperative, and moreover, will potentially improve 

retention (Hsu & Lin, 2021; Lin et al., 2017). When the platform detects access via a mobile 

device, it will automatically steer students towards a mobile-optimised experience, featuring 

enhanced video content and fewer text-heavy tasks in favour of short-answer or multiple-

choice questions which are more convenient on smaller screens. According to the UTAUT, 

both social influences and user experience are crucial for technology adoption (Venkatesh et 

al., 2003; Venkatesh et al., 2012). Focus group data revealed that students are inclined to 

share their positive experiences with the OAWW, and instructor recommendations have 

significantly contributed to its current usage. Therefore, future efforts will concentrate on 

further engaging Griffith University faculty and student support staff in promoting the 

OAWW as a valuable resource (Williams et al., 2015).      

 

Conjecture Map 

     The results from the third iteration of the OAWW produced a conjecture map that 

progresses even further towards a student-centric model and is grounded in the UTAUT.      

The overarching goal of next iteration would be not merely to fulfil academic objectives but 

to offer a well-rounded, user-friendly experience that takes into account a learner’s need for 

personalisation, relevance, and ease of use. This is expected to lead to not just increased 

module completion rates but also enhanced satisfaction and engagement with the OAWW 

platform. Through these design elements, the next iteration intends to provide a more 

personalised, accessible, and ultimately rewarding learning journey for students. 

     However, implementing the extensive changes outlined here presents a formidable 

challenge. Each feature, from personalised learning paths to user interface enhancements, 

would require significant planning, development, and testing. This would also require tapping 

into multiple knowledge bases, including development, educational theory and design, and 

user experience design. Furthermore, aligning these improvements with SDT and UTAUT 

adds yet another layer of complexity, as it demands an understanding of how technological 

and psychological factors intersect in educational contexts. Given the scope and intricacy of 

these upgrades, a significant investment of both time and resources would be necessary. 
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Table 46 
Iteration 3: Conjecture Map for Next Iteration 

Conjecture Design Elements Mediating Processes Intended Outcomes 
Unified Theory of 
Acceptance and Use of 
Technology (UTAUT) 
• Performance 

Expectancy: The 
expectation that using 
the system will have 
performance gains 

• Effort Expectancy: The 
degree of ease related 
to the use of the system 

• Social Influence: The 
extent to which users 
perceive that important 
others believe they 
should use the new 
system 

Tools & Materials: 

• Contextualisation of 
modules to better 
suit individual 
situations 

• User-friendly 
interface  

• Seamless 
accessibility across 
devices 

• Easily attainable 
certification or 
proof of completion 

• Certification 
through digital 
badges  
 

Task structures: 

• Personalised paths 
aligned to student’s 
individual needs 

 
Discursive structures: 

• Regular, actionable 
feedback  

• Appealing design to 
enhance visual 
interest 

Observable interactions:  
• Integration of 

community feedback 
and recognition 

 
Participant artefacts:  
• Multi-platform access 
• Issuing of 

certifications 

• Enhanced system 
utilisation and 
satisfaction 

• Increased 
engagement and 
relevance 

• Improved user 
experience and 
accessibility  

• Lower barriers to 
engagement 

• Enhanced learning 
efficiency 

• Enhanced learning 
accessibility  

• Recognition of 
achievements 

• Personalised and 
satisfying learning 
experience 

 

6.3 Discussion 

6.3.1 Summary of the OAWW design cycle 

     The stated learning objectives of the OAWW aimed to achieve three overarching goals: 

facilitate active language production in academic writing, provide authentic and contextually 

relevant tasks and materials, and foster learner autonomy and self-direction. Across three 

iterative cycles, the OAWW demonstrated both strengths and weaknesses in addressing the 

varied needs of its users. While the platform did find traction among certain groups of 

students, the data suggests a mixed level of success in aligning these objectives with the 

diverse needs of its audience. As Respondent 10 succinctly put it, “Providing this kind of 

workshop is better than nothing.” This faint praise is indicative of the OAWW not fully 

realising its intended goals.  



173 

   

 

     The challenge of meeting diverse student needs is not isolated to the OAWW and is in fact 

a well-documented issue in the broader landscape of academic support (Garcia, 2018; Hoang 

& Hoang, 2022; Iwasaki et al., 2019; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009; Xie, 2016). A recurrent 

challenge in all three iterations of the OAWW lay in the development of tasks and materials 

that were both contextually relevant and practically oriented. Students consistently professed 

a desire for more interactive and personalised learning experiences and feedback, echoing a 

broader tension in the academic support literature (Ashton-Hay, 2021; Skinner et al., 2012; 

Wijeyewardene et al., 2013; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). Compounding this issue was the 

OAWW’s text-heavy format, which not only increased the cognitive load but also 

complicated mobile accessibility, factors that seemingly contributed to higher attrition rates 

(Chen et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2014; Mayer, 2014a). This led to specific refinements—such as 

the integration of an initial diagnostic test and a greater focus on personalised learning 

pathways—but these adjustments still fell short of substantially improving student 

engagement. Collectively, these findings highlighted the need for an even more 

individualised educational experience that is customised for each student. 

     More optimistically, the OAWW has demonstrated nevertheless notable successes, 

especially in the domain of fostering learner autonomy and self-direction. Iteration 1 revealed 

that students who actively engaged with the platform showed improvements in their self-

assessment learning gains, indicative of increased learner autonomy. This positive trend was 

substantiated in the second iteration, where students not only actively engaged with the 

platform to address specific academic challenges but also found it effective in meeting their 

learning objectives. This was quantified further by the data showing that nearly 200 students 

logged a median study time of 26 minutes, indicating a significant commitment and intrinsic 

motivation to use the platform. By Iteration 3, the data provided evidence of an even more 

proactive learner behaviour—students were not just individually benefiting from the platform 

but were also sharing resources and making recommendations to their peers, an identified 

crucial factor in uptake (Yang et al., 2018). Moreover, the willingness to share resources and 

actively recommend the platform to peers signifies a deeper, more active role in their 

educational experiences, perhaps even contributing to a learning community. These collective 

findings across the iterations underscore the workshop’s potential in empowering students to 

take control of their learning trajectories and to engage in more collaborative, community-

oriented learning practices.  
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     While the OAWW did yield discernible benefits for some students, even to the extent that 

they recommended the workshop to their peers, the broader design and functionality still 

warranted further enhancements. This raises pertinent questions about the underlying drivers 

of student engagement and how the OAWW can more effectively resonate with them. 

Engagement in the OAWW seemed predominantly situational, propelled more by immediate 

academic imperatives than by an intent to integrate the workshop into study routines. As 

Respondent 9 observed, “If they [classmates] have a mistake, they will use the tools. But if 

they don’t have a mistake, when they don’t have any assignments, they will never use it.” To 

this end, the workshop’s efficacy can be scrutinised through the frameworks of just-in-time 

learning versus just-in-case learning (Rosenberg, 2001). Just-in-time learning experiences are 

more closely tied to immediate academic needs and therefore generally more engaging than 

their just-in-case counterparts, which serve broader, preparatory purposes. Thus, the 

OAWW’s just-in-case, preparatory-based approach likely failed to meet the immediate, 

context-specific needs of many of the students, particularly for those seeking just-in-time 

solutions to their immediate or imminent academic challenges. 

     The OAWW’s current design has thus largely assumed that students are intrinsically 

motivated to use its resources. This design focus has important implications for the platform’s 

effectiveness and inclusivity. Firstly, this focus on intrinsic motivation potentially limits the 

platform’s general appeal. Specifically, it could disproportionately cater to students who are 

naturally eager to engage in self-driven activities to improve their academic writing, thus 

excluding those who might not be intrinsically motivated but still require the academic 

support that OAWW offers. This is consistent with existing literature that highlights the 

challenges of sustaining engagement across diverse student populations (Chipperfield et al., 

2022; Maldoni, 2018). Secondly, this design orientation risks sidelining students who could 

most benefit from the resource but are not naturally drawn to it. For instance, students who 

face specific challenges, for example international students, might be overlooked. Skinner et 

al. (2012) point out that such hard-to-reach students often identify a lack of time and limited 

awareness of available resources as barriers to seeking academic support. This limitation in 

design becomes more concerning when considering the results of the SALG survey. The 

survey demonstrated a clear link between active engagement with the OAWW and 

improvements in both writing skills and self-efficacy. These gains in self-efficacy align with 

existing research (Nallaya et al., 2022) and underscore the importance of designing resources 

that can effectively engage all students, not just those who are already motivated. 
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     Incorporating insights from the UTAUT, which accounts for extrinsic motivational 

factors, could broaden the OAWW’s appeal across diverse student demographics and 

contribute to greater educational equity. For example, simplifying the user interface would 

lower the effort required to engage with the platform, making it more accessible for those not 

as intrinsically driven to persevere with an activity. However, as indicated by Garcia’s (2018) 

work technological adjustments are not enough to fully engage students in an online setting. 

Complementing this with social validation mechanisms, such as peer recommendations or 

faculty endorsements, could serve as additional extrinsic motivators. Further alignment of the 

OAWW resources with specific course curricula could also enhance the platform’s practical 

relevance for students. This multi-faceted approach is consistent with scholarly calls for a 

deeper curricular integration of TALS resources, as opposed to relegating them to optional 

supplementary roles (Skinner et al., 2012; Wingate, 2006).  

 

6.3.2 OAWW in the broader TALS context 

     In the landscape of Australian TALS, the OAWW finds itself in a continuum of diverse 

approaches and theoretical foundations. Clerehan et al.’s (2003) early work, which primarily 

aimed at digitalising print resources, was innovative for its time but was limited by the 

technology and expertise available. Mort & Drury’s (2012) WRiSE program sets a high bar 

in terms of integrating multiple theoretical perspectives into its design, a feature that the 

OAWW might consider deepening its educational impact. WRiSE’s need for continuous 

promotion mirrors OAWW’s own challenges in maintaining user engagement. Drury’s 

(2019) doctoral work highlights the importance of a multi-theoretical approach and lays out 

specific design principles that could be instructive for future iterations of the OAWW. 

     While OAWW shares some similarities with WRiSE, it predominantly aligns with 

traditional Australian TALS models like the Support and Development program at the 

University of New South Wales and the English for Uni program University of Adelaide. 

These programs focus heavily on a pedagogic approach and a synthetic syllabus. This limited 

orientation restricts the program from fully leveraging the advancements in educational 

technology to create more dynamic, personalised learning experiences. Even though the 

University of Sydney’s program shows a leaning towards a more blended approach, allowing 

some degree of peer interaction, and the University of Adelaide’s English for Uni stands out 

for its rich content base, they, like the OAWW, still largely underutilise advancements in 

educational technology. Notably, recently launched initiatives such as Charles Darwin 
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University’s Study Skills site follow suit, maintaining the traditional pedagogic and synthetic 

characteristics that dominate the Australian TALS scene. 

     This persistence in adhering to traditional models, despite technological advancements and 

diverse pedagogical frameworks available, raises compelling questions about the adaptability 

and future-readiness of these TALS programs, including the OAWW. As educational 

technologies continue to evolve rapidly, there is a growing imperative for increased research 

into effective TALS delivery in order for the OAWW and similar programs to adapt in order 

to meet the expectations and demands of contemporary education. 

 
6.3.3 Future Directions for Research 

     Given the complexity of the findings that have emerged from the OAWW’s iterative 

cycles, the path forward for future studies is multi-dimensional. 

     First and foremost, there is an immediate need to explore the impact of extrinsic 

motivation on engagement with TALS programs, potentially informed by models such as the 

UTAUT. Secondly, the engagement paradox—where students only engage when facing 

immediate academic challenges—requires a more nuanced understanding and may 

necessitate a blended approach that combines just-in-time and just-in-case learning strategies 

to meet the diverse needs of its users.  

     Exploring personalised, learner-focused modes for TALS l is also warranted. Utilising 

artificial intelligence and adaptive learning technologies could significantly enhance the 

tailoring of TALS to meet individual learning requirements, a need clearly voiced in student 

feedback. Additionally, collaborating with interdisciplinary experts in web development and 

educational technology to revamp the platform’s interface and functionality could effectively 

align the OAWW’s theoretical goals with its practical application. 

     In sum, the future research agenda for OAWW and similar programs is rich and 

expansive, offering numerous avenues for both theoretical exploration and practical 

innovation.  

 

6.3.4 Limitations 

     One of the primary challenges encountered during this research was the imperative to 

preserve user anonymity within a live environment. This ethical requirement significantly 

hampered the ability to undertake a more granular and comprehensive analysis. For example, 

although the data sets accrued from in-workshop reflective feedback and the SALG survey 
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did demonstrate certain alignments, they also presented notable inconsistencies. These 

variances could arise from a multitude of factors such as divergent interpretations of the 

questions posed in the survey, demographic differences among the student populations 

surveyed, or even temporal shifts in the broader educational context. 

     A further substantive limitation lay in the inadequate number of students who completed 

both the self-assessment and self-reflection activities. A more ample sample size would have 

endowed the study with the statistical strength necessary to yield more definitive conclusions, 

thereby amplifying the study’s overall robustness. 

     Moreover, the study yielded inconsistent trends across its various iterations. Some 

modules showcased strengthening or weakening correlations in specific metrics related to 

student engagement, while others manifested more complex behavioural patterns. This 

inconsistency serves to underline the multifaceted nature of the data, suggesting that a variety 

of factors—including alterations in content and pedagogical strategies, as well as fluctuating 

demographics among the student body—could be influencing both the time spent by students 

on particular slides and their number of attempts at various tasks. This absence of a uniform 

pattern across iterations adds a layer of complexity to data interpretation and highlights the 

inherent difficulties in isolating specific variables for rigorous analysis. 

     A final point also needs to be made about the data analysis process. In the pursuit of 

refining complex online platforms like the OAWW, there was an ever-present risk of being 

led astray by the sheer volume and variety of the available data. For example, while advanced 

statistical analyses such as factor analysis or Spearman’s correlation could have offered 

intriguing perspectives on variable relationships within the OAWW (e.g., between confidence 

and learning gains or between learning gains and language background), these would not 

necessarily have illuminated a pathway towards enhanced student engagement with the 

resources. Rather, the allure of complex statistical relationships threatened to misdirect the 

focus away from actionable insights. It was therefore an imperative to approach the OAWW 

refinement process with a commitment to utilitarian goals, ensuring that the data serves the 

program’s objectives rather than derailing them. 

 

6.4 Chapter Conclusion 

     Chapter 6 presented an exploration of the OAWW, an online workshop built to enhance 

academic writing skills among university students. Through an iterative process comprising 

three distinct phases, the chapter shed light on the complexities of educational design, 
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especially in the context of technology-enhanced, asynchronous learning platforms. Central 

to this exploration was the tension between students’ learning needs and their willingness to 

engage with academic support, a theme that has significant implications not only for the 

OAWW but also for the broader field of TALS. 

     The initial aim of the OAWW was ambitious and well-intentioned, focusing on active 

language production, contextually relevant materials, and fostering learner autonomy. The 

first iteration revealed a mix of successes and challenges. While some students showed 

significant learning gains and improved self-assessment capabilities, indicating increased 

learner autonomy, issues such as high attrition rates and limited engagement were noted.      

Subsequent iterations aimed to refine the OAWW, addressing specific issues identified in 

earlier phases. These refinements included structural changes, such as making the Unpacking 

the Question module optional and incorporating more accessible language. However, despite 

these adjustments, the persistent disconnect between the platform’s offerings and students’ 

immediate academic needs underlined a crucial issue in TALS: the balancing act between 

providing necessary academic support and engaging students in a meaningful and relevant 

manner. 

    In summary, the OAWW serves as a microcosm of the challenges and opportunities in 

TALS. It highlights the need for continuous adaptation and innovation in educational design, 

underscoring the importance of aligning technological advancements with pedagogical 

principles and learner needs. As educational platforms like the OAWW evolve, they must not 

only incorporate the latest technological capabilities but also look to respond to the ever-

changing landscape of student learning experiences.   
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Chapter 7: Design Cycle – Stage 4 (Design Products) 

7.1 Introduction 

     Chapter 7 represents a crucial turning point in this thesis, marking the transition from the 

comprehensive empirical analysis of the OAWW discussed in Chapter 6, to the exploration 

and articulation of the pedagogical concepts that underlay TALS as a learning and teaching 

practice. Guiding this phase of the research are two questions, which were initially presented 

in Chapter 1, section 4: 

 

R3. What are the design principles for a technology-enhanced academic language support 

(TALS) program that caters to the academic language and learning (ALL) needs of 

tertiary students?  

R4. What is the structure of an actionable framework for TALS development that 

synthesises these design principles? 

 

     The aim of Chapter 7 is twofold. Firstly, it will introduce a comprehensive set of design 

principles extracted from the insights gained through the OAWW research. Secondly, the 

chapter aims to outline a practical and actionable framework for the development of TALS. 

     The initial section of this chapter revisits the narrative surrounding the design and 

development of the OAWW, providing the context for identifying the design principles for 

TALS programs. The chapter then progresses into the detailed presentation and discussion of 

these principles, which have provided the foundation for the construction of a TALS 

framework. The latter part of the chapter then concentrates on introducing and elucidating 

this framework. This discussion begins with an overview of the framework’s construction, 

followed by a detailed presentation of the framework itself. The chapter engages in a 

presentation of each component within the framework, culminating in an analysis of the 

framework’s contribution to practical applications. The chapter concludes with final 

reflections on this project and the overall thesis. 

     The development of this framework addresses a notable gap in existing literature 

regarding TALS programs. The framework is thus envisioned to be more than a theoretical 

guide; it is a strategic tool designed to shape and refine the trajectory of future TALS 

programs. By doing so, this chapter seeks to ensure that the insights gained from the OAWW 

experience are not only captured but also effectively translated into a structured approach that 

can elevate the design and development of TALS initiatives. 
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7.2 OAWW Design and Development Experience 

     The journey of the OAWW was both illuminating and transformative, serving as a rich 

source of empirical learning that has significantly shaped the conceptualisation of TALS that 

has been presented in this thesis. At its inception, the OAWW sought to facilitate active 

language production, provide learners with authentic and contextually relevant academic 

tasks, and foster learner autonomy and self-direction. It had mixed success in achieving these 

aims. Initial student feedback indicated positive gains in students’ perception of their 

academic writing abilities, suggesting the efficacy of the OAWW. However, it was soon clear 

that this apparent success did not necessarily equate to sustained student engagement or 

completion of modules. Student attrition in the workshop remained stubbornly high 

throughout all three iterations, with the vast majority of students who started the workshop 

not completing it.  

    Refining content and improving delivery was initially prioritised, but it was the relevance 

of the materials to students’ immediate academic tasks that proved to be more critical for 

engagement. Subsequent iterations of the OAWW attempted to address this by clarifying 

learning objectives and refining content, yet engagement levels remained tepid. The 

experience highlighted the need for a shift from a just-in-case, preparatory approach to a just-

in-time, needs-based learning model. 

     The realisation of the significance of mobile accessibility emerged from the feedback on 

students’ actual interaction with the platform. Mobile compatibility was not just a 

convenience but a crucial factor in fostering intrinsic motivation and enabling frequent and 

profound engagement with the educational material. Furthermore, feedback from students in 

both the surveys and the focus groups strongly indicated that though the students recognised 

both the need and the quality of the OAWW, ultimately, they found the workshop boring and 

not particularly engaging. 

     Intrinsic motivation had been a primary design focus if the OAWW, but the varied levels 

of student engagement underscored the importance of extrinsic factors. Throughout the 

OAWW process, there was a growing appreciation for the balance of both intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivators, including for ease of access and social validation mechanisms, as 

essential to broader appeal and inclusivity. There was also an obvious need for the OAWW to 

be integrated into the broader student support system at the university. The platform needed 

to be not just a standalone resource but part of a cohesive ecosystem of academic support. 
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     The OAWW’s journey reflected a common challenge in the broader arena of academic 

support systems: the difficulty of creating a one-size-fits-all solution in a landscape marked 

by diverse student populations with varying needs and motivations. In order to appeal to and 

engage students, TALS program must therefore successfully operate on a number of different 

levels: pedagogically, technologically, and culturally. This requires a multifaceted approach 

that not only addresses varied academic skills and learning styles but also embraces the 

diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds of the student body. Additionally, it must leverage 

current technological advancements to create an engaging and accessible learning 

environment. Therefore, the design principles that underlie the development of TALS 

programs are similarly complex and multifaceted.  

 

7.3 Design Principles  

     Design principles serve as foundational concepts and guidelines, critically informing and 

shaping the methodologies adopted by designers in their work. These principles, derived from 

a blend of theory and practice, provide a structured approach to design, ensuring consistency, 

functionality, and aesthetic appeal in the final product. Plomp (2007) argued that while 

empirical findings from research are undoubtedly valuable in providing data-driven insights 

and evidence, it is the design principles that stand as the enduring legacy of design-based 

research. These principles, distilled from extensive empirical work, transcend specific case 

studies or experiments, offering a broader, more universal application. They act as a bridge 

between theory and practice, guiding designers in making informed decisions that balance 

innovation with practicality. 

     The principles presented here were thus based on the insights gained from the 

development, achievements, and challenges encountered during the OAWW project (Table 

45). The OAWW thus served as the practical case study, offering a foundational template for 

these principles. Additionally, the principles were informed by the extensive range of 

theoretical approaches that undergirded the OAWW (as examined in Chapters 4 and 5) as 

well as insights gained from other TALS programs (as outlined in Chapter 2). A key 

objective was to ensure the principles were applicable and effective in a broad variety of 

educational settings and contexts. Consequently, the principles offer crucial guidance for 

educators, instructional designers, and developers engaged in TALS design and development. 

     The principles can be broadly categorised into four themes: foundational principles, 

learning principles, user experience principles, and quality assurance principles.   
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     Foundational principles stress the importance of grounding the platform in sound 

educational and e-learning theories (Chapelle, 2009; Ellis, 2004; Huh & Hu, 2006; Mayes & 

de Freitas, 2007; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009). Furthermore, the OAWW highlighted the value of 

interdisciplinary expertise, combining insights from linguistics, e-learning, and education to 

create a technically effective and pedagogically sound platform, which is consequently 

reflected in the principles (Drury, 2019; Goodfellow & Lea, 2013; Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 

2011; McWilliams, 2014). Ethical and inclusive design is crucial, focusing on ensuring that 

the platform caters to a diverse range of learning needs and backgrounds, thereby embodying 

the principles of equity and accessibility (De Fazio et al., 2000; Hannon & D'Netto, 2007; 

Hughes, 2005; Selwyn, 2004). 

     Learning principles ensure that a learner-centred approach is emphasised, echoing the 

OAWW’s strategy of nurturing learner autonomy and self-direction. The OAWW was also 

grounded in a broad range of theories and approaches, and consequently, the learning 

principles encompass a similar range of principles from instructional design and language 

acquisition theories to e-learning and multimedia theory. 

     User experience principles address the overall experience a student has interacting with a 

digital learning platform, including accessibility and adaptive learning mechanisms. The 

OAWW’s incorporation of interactive elements, such as quizzes and reflective tasks, actively 

engaged learners, enhancing their engagement and practical application of knowledge. The 

provision of formative and summative feedback, highlighted through the OAWW’s 

multimedia features, was crucial not only in offering ongoing guidance during the learning 

process but also for providing a personalised learning experience for students. 

    Quality assurance principles focus on the long-term sustainability and continuous 

improvement of the TALS program. This involves regularly updating the content and 

platform based on user feedback and educational outcomes. The iterative development 

process of the OAWW highlighted the need for ongoing quality assurance in the design and 

development process. It includes evaluating the effectiveness of the TALS program in 

achieving learning objectives and outcomes, as well as its adaptability to changes in 

technology and pedagogical strategies.  

     These principles provide a future direction for TALS development that prioritises a 

comprehensive, student-focused approach, integrating theoretical foundations with practical, 

interactive learning experiences and a strong emphasis on continuous improvement. In 

adhering to these principles, initiatives like the OAWW and similar programs can more 
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effectively respond to the changing demands and expectations inherent in contemporary 

tertiary education.  

 
Table 47 
Design Principles for TALS Development 

Foundational principles 

theoretical foundation 
Ground the platform’s design and functionality in sound educational and e-learning 
theories. 

interdisciplinary 
expertise 

Leverage expertise from multiple disciplines to ensure the platform is both 
technically robust and pedagogically sound. 

ethical and inclusive 
design 

Ensure the platform is designed ethically and inclusively. 

 
Learning principles 

learner-centred approach 
Design the learning environment to nurture learner autonomy and self-direction, 
empowering students to take control of their learning trajectories. 

comprehensible input Ensure that all language content is challenging yet understandable. 
cognitive load 
management 

Manage the complexity of information and multimedia content to prevent cognitive 
overload and facilitate efficient learning. 

contextual relevance 
Use real-world, contextually relevant tasks and materials, allowing learners to 
experience and use authentic academic language use. 

 
User experience 

interactive learning 
Incorporate interactive elements to engage learners actively, enhance cognitive 
engagement, and provide practical application of theoretical knowledge. 

adaptive feedback 
Provide personalised feedback that targets improvement during learning as well as 
assessing overall performance. 

accessibility Ensure the platform is accessible across various devices and platforms  
personalisation and 
adaptivity 

Tailor the learning experience to individual needs and preferences to enhance 
intrinsic motivation and engagement. 

 
Quality assurance 
iterative design and 
continuous improvement 

Implement a feedback loop for continual refinement of the platform based on user 
needs and educational outcomes. 

 

     Identifying these design principles was a critical step in developing a comprehensive 

TALS framework. They serve as the foundational values and aims that a design framework 

should achieve and ensured that the framework aligns with essential goals of TALS, such as 

learner engagement, accessibility, and student-centred learning. The principles thus provide a 

guiding philosophy that shapes the structure of the framework and dictate the elements that 

are crucial and need to be included in the framework.  
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7.4 Building a Framework 

     Hubbard (1992) defined a design framework as “a set of procedures applied in a consistent 

and reasoned fashion in the pursuit of a given goal” (p. 41). He further argued that a 

comprehensive framework is essential for “the principled design and production” of 

technology-enhanced learning experiences (p. 40). In a similar vein, Rosado and Bélisle 

(2006) described a framework as “a rational structure that organizes institutional 

assumptions, curriculum objectives, educational concepts, ethical values, technologies, 

pedagogical goals and constraints and professional practices, in order to implement 

educational policies” (p. 10). In contrast, design principles are broad, guiding philosophies 

that inform the approach to program design across various contexts. If design principles can 

be thought of as the why behind design decisions, then design frameworks guide the how to 

implement those decisions in a structured way. 

     Drawing on his own work in computer-assisted language learning (CALL), Hubbard 

(1992) articulated four essential principles crucial to the foundation of a design framework: 

1. The framework should be based to the degree possible on existing frameworks or 

views of methodology for language teaching and learning in general. 

2. The framework should be non-dogmatic and flexible.  

3. The framework should explicitly link the three facets of courseware: development, 

evaluation, and implementation.  

4. Finally, the framework should faithfully represent the nature of the multiple 

relationships among its components. (p. 49)   

 

    While Hubbard’s principles provide a solid foundation, they do lack an explicit emphasis on 

practicality. Therefore, a fifth principle was adopted for the purposes of this project to ensure 

that the TALS framework can be effectively adapted to a variety of contexts: 

 

5. The framework should aim to be both utilitarian and practicable so as to be accessible 

to both practitioners and developers.  

 

     Hubbard’s (1992) own framework for CALL development and evaluation is one of the 

earliest and most comprehensive for technology-enhanced learning. Having been created well 

before the widespread use of web technologies, significant portions of the framework are given 

to creating and testing for-purpose built software. While his framework might appear somewhat 
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dated in today’s context and some caution should be exercised as CALL is underpinned by 

different objectives and expected outcomes than TALS, the core tenets of Hubbard’s work 

retain their relevance for a constructing a similar framework for TALS.  

     Hubbard outlined three modules in his framework: development, implementation, and 

evaluation (Figure 52). Importantly, Hubbard did not outline a rigid, linear process, but rather 

his framework allows developers to move freely between stages as required by the design 

process. This flexible, non-linear approach embodies the iterative essence of the design cycle 

that was utilised for the creation of the OAWW, where the design, application, and evaluation 

were not discrete units but part of a holistic development cycle. 

 
Figure 52 
Hubbard’s (1992) CALL Methodological Framework 

 

 
 

     Another CALL framework, from Hampel (2006), demonstrates how the inherent 

complexity of digital learning and teaching can be unified into a coherent design strategy. 

Her framework for task design in synchronous online language learning environments 

integrates theories from the fields of language acquisition, educational psychology, and 

digital education (Figure 53). The significance of Hampel’s model lies in its synthesis of 

diverse theoretical concepts and uniting them within a structured design process which serves 

as a model for effectively merging varied theoretical insights into an actionable approach.  

     Several other existing frameworks for technology-enhanced learning, such as Masoumi 

and Lindström’s (2012) model with its seven domains of learning and teaching, and Trinder’s 

(2003) recognition of technology as an integral part of the learning environment, offer 

potential insights for constructing a TALS framework. They also collectively highlight a gap 

in addressing the unique and evolving needs of TALS, particularly in terms of comprehensive 

adaptability and practical applicability. Some, like Hampel’s and Trinder’s, are constrained 

development

evaluationimplementation
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by their theoretical assumptions, especially in contexts that were markedly different from 

those that had been envisioned. They are both rooted in social constructivist approaches, 

which is not an issue in and of itself, but may not be applicable to all contexts. Others like 

Masoumi and Lindström’s are exceedingly complex and so may not be as easily 

customisable. In particular, smaller institutions or those with limited resources might struggle 

to fully implement each facet of the framework. This gap underscores the necessity for a 

more tailored solution that not only builds on the principles revealed by the OAWW 

experience but is better equipped to meet the specific design challenges and opportunities 

presented in TALS environments. 

 
Figure 53 
Hampel’s Three-level Design and Implementation Process for Online Tasks 

 
Note. From “Rethinking task design for the digital age: A framework for language teaching and learning in a 
synchronous online environment” by R. Hampel, 2006, in ReCALL, 18(1), p. 108. Copyright (2006) by 
Cambridge University Press. Reprinted with permission.   
  
 

7.5 Framework for TALS Design and Development 

     Integrating the insights garnered from these existing frameworks and in conjunction with 

the design principles extracted from the OAWW experience has led to the creation of this 

comprehensive framework for TALS (Figure 54).  

     Similar to both Hubbard’s model and the design approach for the OAWW, the TALS 

framework comprises three modules: theoretical approach, educational design, and quality 

assurance. These three modules are then encircled by the context, which would include 

external contextual factors such as resource availability, local disciplinary expertise, student 

demographics, institutional objectives, and budgetary constraints. Indeed, the context 

encompasses the whole of the framework, as it would exert influence over all aspects of the 

design (Hyland, 2006).  
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Figure 54 
Framework for TALS Design and Development 

  
 

     When undertaking the development of TALS materials, the starting point is always with 

the theoretical approach. It is in this module where the essential pedagogical undergirding for 

the whole of their program is determined. Once this theoretical foundation is established, the 

framework can then be employed to evaluate existing materials or to create new resources. 

For example, if a developer is building a new program from scratch, then they would proceed 

to the educational design module, but if they are refreshing some of their older materials, they 

would proceed to the quality assurance module.  

     Unlike instructional design models, the TALS framework eschews a rigid, prescriptive set 

of instructions in favour of representing the complex interconnections in TALS development. 

In this way, the framework’s aim to inform decision-making by illustrating how design 

choices at each step of the development process are intertwined. This approach thus 

facilitates a holistic understanding of the design process and acts as a guide throughout the 

design journey. It ensures that each decision is made with a thorough appreciation of its 
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influence on the whole of the design process and ultimately on the student’s overall learning 

experience. 

     Furthermore, the framework’s non-dogmatic stance enables adaptability and applicability, 

accommodating a wide array of pedagogies, design strategies, and institutional contexts. This 

inherent flexibility also makes the framework accessible to designers with diverse levels of 

expertise and experiences and enables them to leverage it for the design approaches with 

which they are most familiar or have direct experience. Additionally, this openness better 

anticipates potential advancements in digital technology, making it a valuable tool for both 

present and future TALS development. 

     The next sections will explore each of the modules of the framework in more detail. 

 

7.5.1 Theoretical Approach 

     In the absence of native theories specifically tailored for TALS, designers have 

historically integrated relevant approaches from a variety of disciplines (Berry, 2012; 

Clerehan et al., 2003; Hubbard & Levy, 2016; Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Mort & 

Drury, 2012). Hubbard and Levy (2016) have called this bootstrapping technique a “theory 

ensemble” (p. 27). Indeed, numerous exemplary TALS programs in Australia, including the 

OAWW, are fundamentally grounded in theory ensembles (Chanock, 2013; Conroy, 2010; 

Drury & Jones, 2010; Mort & Drury, 2012; Nallaya & Kehrwald, 2013; Wingate & Dreiss, 

2009). As was discussed in Chapters 5, the OAWW integrated theories and approaches from 

SLA, academic literacies, e-learning, and psychology. 

    The idea of an ensemble is not new, with Chapelle (2009) noting that it has long been a 

common learning and teaching practice in classrooms, and Carr‐Chellman and Duchastel 

(2000) advocated strongly for its advantages in educational technology design. However, 

there is little available in specific guidance on how to actually construct such an ensemble.    

     Both Hubbard (1992) and Hampel’s (2006) frameworks provide some guidance on how to 

integrate diverse theoretical frameworks, and Hubbard and Levy (2016) additionally 

emphasised the importance of coherence when theory ensembling rather than simply 

grabbing interesting bits from the literature and mashing them together. Consequently, the 

choice to adopt a specific learning theory or teaching approach may limit the incorporation of 

others. For instance, a social constructivist perspective, which emphasises learning through 

social interaction and real-world context, might not align well with a structuralist approach to 

language that prioritises the learning of grammatical rules in a sequential manner. The 
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discord between such disparate approaches would potentially degrade the efficacy of the 

program (Hubbard & Levy, 2016; Hyland, 2016).  

     The theoretical approach of the TALS framework thus acts as a guide for constructing 

theory ensembles (Figure 55).  

 
Figure 55 
TALS Framework: Theoretical Approach 

 
    At the heart of the module is the learning paradigm, which embodies the developer’s 

philosophy regarding how people learn and the most effective ways to facilitate the learning 

process. The literature consistently agrees on the centrality of theory to technology-enhanced 

programs (Andrade, 2017; Blin, 2016; Chapelle, 2009; Hampel, 2006; Hubbard, 1987; Levy, 

2002). The core theory selected by a designer might be a traditional pedagogical school, or it 

may manifest as a distinct set of design principles. Most importantly however is establishing 

this theoretical core, which then ensures that all design decisions, from content selection to 

the choice of learning activities, are philosophically aligned and pedagogically consistent.  

     The modality encircles the learning paradigm. In the context of this thesis, modality thus 

refers to the tools, technologies, and channels used to facilitate and mediate educational 

activities (Guichon & Cohen, 2016; Hubbard, 1992; Oberfoell & Correia, 2016; Reinwein, 

2012). These tools subsequently mediate how the content, or the subject matter, and the 

literacies, or the language and higher order communication skills, are both learned and 

taught. For example, the Smart Sparrow platform and its set of multimedia tools are the 

modality by which the OAWW was delivered, and Smart Sparrow features certainly 

influenced decisions regarding content selection and presentation in the OAWW.  

    While Starr (2009) cautions that the medium should not dictate design, Fawns (2022) 

contends that effective pedagogy emerges from an interplay of methods and technologies, 

with neither being entirely separable from the other. Such was the case for the OAWW. 
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Although the workshop was widely appreciated by a substantial number of students as a 

digital learning tool, it lacked the advanced multimedia elements that most students find 

engaging. This demonstrates the importance of technology as a mediator for the learning 

experience. Accordingly, the TALS framework acknowledges the crucial role of modality as 

the intermediary that bridges the theoretical foundations of the learning paradigm with the 

tangible aspects of engaging with content and literacies. 

     In the outer orbit of the theoretical approach, content and literacies form the foundational 

elements of instruction. Content refers to the knowledge and information that the TALS 

program aims to impart. This could range from grammatical structures or specialist 

vocabulary to academic conventions, which are determined by the learning objectives and 

outcomes. Literacies, by contrast, are the skill sets that enable students to interact with this 

content meaningfully and extend beyond basic language proficiency to include areas such as 

“academic literacy, disciplinary cultural literacy, critical literacy, and digital literacy” (Li, 

2017, p. 497).  

    The theoretical underpinnings of the OAWW acknowledge the complex interplay between 

content and literacies, viewing them as both inextricably linked and distinctly separate facets 

of academic communication. Accordingly, they are represented in the diagram in a cyclical 

relationship with one another, illustrating the dynamic relationship where each element 

informs and shapes the other. 

     The theoretical approach module emphasises the importance of a well-considered, theory-

driven approach that flows through every aspect of the design and evaluation process. It 

establishes a foundation for either the design of new educational materials or the evaluation 

of existing ones, and further ensures that all materials are aligned with sound pedagogical 

principles and learning theories. 

 

7.5.2 Educational Design 

     Carr‐Chellman and Duchastel (2000) argued that technology-enhanced programs 

frequently suffer from inadequate attention given to education design, often simply 

repurposing content which had been originally created for face-to-face formats. To address 

this issue, the OAWW specifically employed a rapid prototyping instructional design 

approach, guiding the workshop’s development from the initial needs analysis through to the 

creation of the learning activities.  
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Figure 56 
TALS Framework: Educational Design 

     However, instructional design approaches like rapid prototyping (and many of the 

ADDIE-derived models) have been criticised for an overemphasis on the instructional 

process and a limited focus on the learning event, i.e. the context, the social interactions, and 

the cognitive processes that constitute the learning experience (Conole & Fill, 2005; Cross & 

Conole, 2009; Easton & Morganti-Fisher, 2014; Newlin, 2016). This blind spot can lead to a 

product that while efficient to build may not fully engage with the learner’s needs, 

preferences, or environments, as was demonstrated by the findings of the OAWW (Floor, 

2021; Goodyear & Dimitriadis, 2013; Laurillard, 2012; Newlin, 2016). The expressed 

preference by students in the OAWW surveys and the focus groups for more interactive and 

personalised learning experiences revealed a gap between the workshop’s instructional 

approach and the students’ learning context. This highlights a broader design challenge where 

the distinction between instructional and learning becomes significant.  

     The terms instructional design and learning design are often used interchangeably, but 

while instructional design “involves directing students to appropriate learning activities” 

(Merrill et al., 1996, p. 6), learning design “captures the pedagogical intent of a unit of study” 

(Lockyer et al., 2013, p. 1442). Simply put, instructional design focusses on teaching, and 

learning design focusses on learning. Instructional design models are rooted in cognitive 

theories and generally follow a structured, linear development process (Clifton, 2017). While 

there are number of famous instructional design models (e.g., ADDIE, Dick and Carey and 

rapid prototyping), most incorporate at least five basic steps: analyse, design, develop, 

implement, and evaluate. By contrast, learning design embraces a more flexible, context-

driven approach, reflecting educational goals and methodologies that are specifically tailored 

to the learning environment (Rapanta et al., 2020).  

     The flexibility of a learning design approach allows it to be shaped into a variety of 

different formats. In practical terms, learning design often involves the utilisation of 
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collaborative tools and authentic, reflective activities that create a constructivist learning 

environment (Mor et al., 2015; Sims, 2006; Sun, 2017). This approach encourages students to 

interact with the content and potentially with each other in meaningful ways. Learning design 

approaches tend to employ more formative feedback practices that are often integrated into 

the learning activities themselves.  

     In contrast, instructional design, characterised by its systematic, step-by-step process, 

tends towards technologies that facilitate content delivery and the measurement of learner 

progress using traditional metrics like quizzes and assignments. These tools tend to produce 

tangible results, which are typically expected in formal educational settings. The structured 

nature of instructional design generally allows for a more replicable and scalable educational 

tool that aims for consistency and standardisation (Branch, 2009; Kurt, 2018).  

     While they may appear contradictory on the surface, instructional design and learning 

design can be complementary forces in the development of TALS programs (Figure 56), and 

it is essential for developers to balance both approaches to holistically address the needs of 

their programs  (Clerehan et al., 2003; Clifton, 2017; Lockyer et al., 2013; O'Reilly, 2004). 

This was clearly demonstrated by the lack of student engagement with the OAWW. While 

the rapid prototyping approach provided a framework for swift and iterative development, it 

did not fully accommodate the diverse learning styles and preferences of students. The 

OAWW's subsequent revisions, hence, played catch up in attempting to introduce more 

learner-centred elements that would foster engagement and cater to individual learning needs. 

     An educational design perspective therefore provides a “bird’s eye view” that “ensure[s] 

educational rigour through the integration of appropriate learning theory into the learning 

materials and events being designed” (O'Reilly, 2004, p. 725). The synthesis of both design 

models enables the creation of TALS programs that are rigorous and well-rounded, taking 

into account both the structured planning from instructional design and the learner-centric 

focus of learning design (Figure 56).  

 

7.5.3 Objectives, Outcomes, & Engagement 

     At the core of both the educational design and the quality assurance modules is the critical 

process of articulating clear learning objectives, defining measurable learning outcomes, and 

fostering student engagement. This convergence of objectives, outcomes, and engagement 

not only establishes a cohesive framework for program development but also ensures that the 
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resulting TALS programs are effective, engaging, and geared toward fostering meaningful 

learning experiences. 

 

Objectives and Outcomes 

     Learning objectives are clearly defined statements outlining the intended goals of an 

educational sequence, whether it be an entire course, a specific module, or an individual 

lesson. They articulate specific, measurable, and attainable skills or knowledge that educators 

aim for learners to acquire through instructional efforts. These objectives serve as a roadmap 

for both instruction and learning, guiding educators in the design and delivery of content. 

     Conversely, learning outcomes refer to the actual skills, knowledge, or attitudes that 

learners exhibit at the conclusion of a learning sequence. (Blake, 2013; Dirkson, 2002; 

Hubbard, 1992; Laurillard, 2013). These outcomes are grounded in empirical evidence and 

demonstrate the real-world impact of the educational process. In the context of TALS, these 

outcomes can be evaluated both quantitatively, such as through language proficiency 

assessments, and qualitatively, as observed in students’ capacity to apply language skills in 

practical, real-life scenarios. Learning outcomes serve as a crucial metric for gauging the 

effectiveness of learning resources by providing tangible evidence of the success or areas for 

improvement in TALS programs (Horton, 2006).       

     As an example, each objective of the OAWW (see Table 14, Chapter 5.3.3) was based on 

established pedagogical theory. Correspondingly, the expected learning outcomes were 

aligned with each objective, delineating the specific skills and competencies students were 

expected to demonstrate upon completing the workshop. This alignment exemplifies the 

translation of theoretical educational designs into measurable outcomes in student 

performance. 

     Objectives and outcomes both serve crucial, albeit distinct, roles in the educational design 

of TALS programs. Objectives guide the development of content and instructional strategies 

and provide a blueprint for evaluation. They set specific targets for what the program aims to 

accomplish in terms of learner knowledge and skills. Outcomes, on the other hand, serve as 

indicators of the program’s effectiveness. They are the measurable achievements of learners 

following the instruction, reflecting the real-world impact and success of the integration of a 

program’s design and technology. These outcomes validate the educational strategies 

employed and highlight areas where the program meets or needs to improve. 
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Engagement 

     Engagement is regularly acknowledged as a crucial element in evaluating the efficacy of 

TALS educational experiences, and many TALS programs prioritise student engagement as 

an evaluative metric (Goodfellow & Lea, 2005; Ismailov, 2022; Selwyn, 2022; Sun & Soden, 

2021). For example, as Clerehan et al. (2003) explicitly state, their “aim was to have students 

… engage [italics mine] with the content” (p. 20). Indeed, student engagement has been 

linked to stronger academic outcomes and higher retention rates (Bryson & Hand, 2007; 

Henrie et al., 2015; Lim et al., 2012) and is seen as integral to fostering long-term 

independent learning and critical thinking (Lei et al., 2018).  

    In the context of the OAWW, prioritising student engagement yielded a number of insights 

that were instrumental for the workshop’s refinement. The initial feedback indicated that 

while the workshop was effective, it lacked the interactive and participatory elements 

necessary for deeper engagement. Recognising this, strategies that promoted more interaction 

learning opportunities were integrated into the OAWW. Similarly, the TALS framework 

centres engagement alongside learning objectives and expected learning outcomes at the core 

of the educational design and quality assurance modules. This reflects a commitment to 

creating a learning experience that provides more than just the passive consumption of 

information. 

     The centrality of engagement in educational design is paramount, informing digital 

technologies and learning methodologies choices, informing choices such as digital tool 

selection and design approaches. As a core component for quality assurance in educational 

settings, engagement alongside the learning objectives and learning outcomes frames the 

evaluation process, functioning as a barometer for the effectiveness of teaching approaches 

and the suitability of technology integration. Engagement thus acts as a key driver in the 

design and quality assurance processes, guiding educators to select strategies that actively 

involve learners in the TALS materials. 

 

7.5.4 Quality Assurance      

     Evaluating the effectiveness of a TALS program poses substantial challenges. As 

previously mentioned, Clerehan et al. (2003) highlighted the difficulty in “measuring the 

amount of learning that has occurred” (p. 19) within TALS contexts. As a result, TALS 

designers have often refrained from making definitive claims about a program’s ability to 

enhance academic language proficiency and have instead relied on metrics such as website 
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traffic as a measure of efficacy (Leslie-McCarthy & Tutty, 2011; Podorova et al., 2019). 

However, the OAWW demonstrated that student traffic alone does not suffice as a measure 

of success.  

     A quality assurance (QA) perspective, on the other hand, broadens the scope of evaluating 

particular elements to address the wider, systemic factors that facilitate a learning 

environment. For instance, QA might evaluate the technological infrastructure to guarantee 

that it supports the delivery of content. It could also consider the professional development of 

faculty, ensuring that they are equipped to effectively employ contemporary pedagogical 

techniques and technologies. Additionally, QA processes could look at student services and 

support systems, such as technical support, to ensure that they are accessible and meet the 

needs of a diverse student body. There is a wide array of potential metrics, but designers will 

need determine for themselves the most practical and relevant factors for their specific QA.   

     The TALS framework distils these into two essential categories: content and modality. 

(Figure 57).  Content encompasses the various elements that collectively create the learning 

experience. This includes the learning resources, such as instructional materials and 

presentations, but extends beyond them to cover the entire curriculum, such as the assessment 

methods, feedback mechanisms, and the sequencing of learning activities. Modality, on the 

other hand, covers not just the delivery and administration of this content but also aspects 

critical to the user experience, such as technical support, interface design, and overall 

usability.  

 
Figure 57 
TALS Framework: Quality Assurance 

        

    Fawns (2022) notes that technology, teaching practices, and learning experiences have now 

become inexorably “entangled.” This denotes a departure from linear perspectives of 
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educational design to a more integrated view, where the interplay between technology and 

pedagogy is acknowledged as a dynamic and evolving relationship. The TALS framework 

embodies this entanglement through its concerted emphasis on both content and modality. It 

acknowledges that these elements are complementary factors that continuously interact and 

influence each other. 

    In the evaluation of the OAWW, there was not enough of a focus on the relationship 

between the technology and the learning content until the end of the second iteration when 

the focus group interviews revealed that the interaction between the technological platform 

and the learning material was critical to the students’ educational experience. It became clear 

that the efficacy of the TALS framework hinged not only on the quality of the content but 

also on the chosen modalities. This was unfortunately determined quite late in the evaluation 

process. 

     As with the educational design module, the primary focus of QA is to determine the 

program’s success in meeting its learning objectives, facilitating students’ attainment of 

expected outcomes, and nurturing active engagement with the educational material. By 

prioritising these crucial elements, the QA process is structured to ensure that learners’ needs 

and their educational experiences are at the centre of the TALS program. 

     

7.5.5 Context 

     Finally, the context encircles and constrains the whole of the framework. The context 

refers to the environment in which the resources are being developed and deployed. It 

includes available resources, local expertise, student demographics, institutional goals, 

budget, the identification of stakeholders, etc. Also encompassed within this scope are ethical 

considerations, which are fundamental to safeguarding learner privacy, data protection, and 

equitable access to educational technology. In essence, context acts as both a lens and a 

boundary for the TALS framework. It provides the specific local details through which the 

framework must be viewed and tailored, and it sets the parameters within which the project 

must operate. Understanding and navigating these institutional factors are crucial for the 

effective realisation of the TALS objectives, ensuring that the framework is not only 

theoretically sound but also pragmatically viable. 
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7.6 Contribution to Practice 

     The TALS design and development framework serves as a valuable guide for educators, 

instructional designers, and developers engaged in TALS delivery, offering a roadmap to 

navigate the complexities of TALS design and implementation. Central to the framework is 

the innovative integration of theory ensembles, a method for amalgamating diverse 

educational theories to form a more principled and coherent approach to design. This is 

particularly noteworthy as it addresses a gap in existing literature regarding theory ensembles 

and provides much-needed guidance on synthesising theoretical perspectives into a cohesive 

educational strategy. 

     A standout feature of the framework is its contextual adaptability. Designed with the 

flexibility to accommodate a broad range of educational settings and contexts, the framework 

is a versatile tool in a field where one-size-fits-all solutions are often insufficient. This 

adaptability ensures that the framework is applicable across various technological, resource, 

and pedagogical landscapes, enabling designers to tailor programs to their unique needs and 

contexts. 

     Additionally, the framework embraces a holistic educational design perspective. Rather 

than dismissing traditional instructional design approaches, the framework recognises the 

importance of designing for the learning experience. This dual-focus approach incorporates 

the rigour of instructional design while simultaneously prioritising the learner’s experience 

and autonomy within the learning process. 

     Ultimately, the framework offers designers a comprehensive view of their TALS 

programs, illuminating how each design choice echoes across the entire program. This 

holistic insight is crucial for ensuring that all components of a TALS program are aligned 

with the overarching learning objectives as well as the specific learning needs of students. 

This alignment further ensures a more engaging learning experience, where every element of 

the program contributes meaningfully to the intended learning outcomes. 

     Looking ahead, future research could explore the application of this framework in diverse 

educational contexts to further validate its adaptability and effectiveness, as well as its impact 

for students from English speaking backgrounds. Comparative studies that assess the 

framework against other established TALS frameworks, such as those by Drury (2019) and 

Pais Marden and Herrington (2020), could provide deeper insights into its relative strengths 

and areas for improvement. Additionally, examining the long-term impacts of theory 

ensembles on learner outcomes and instructional quality could offer valuable evidence for 
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refining and enhancing the framework. This future research will be crucial in evolving the 

framework to meet the dynamic needs of TALS practitioners and learners. 

 

7.7 Chapter Conclusion 

     This chapter presented a comprehensive framework for the design and development of 

TALS programs, based on design principles derived from the OAWW project. Crucially, the 

framework is not about prescribing what constitutes best practice in TALS. Instead, it serves 

to illustrate the intricate relationships and interactions among various processes in TALS, 

guiding educators and designers in their decision-making at each stage of the design. 

     The TALS framework outlines essential components of the design and development 

process critical to the success of TALS programs. It consists of interconnected modules: 

theoretical approach, educational design, and quality assurance. Each module plays a crucial 

role in creating effective and engaging TALS programs. The framework emphasises the 

importance of a solid theoretical base, asserting that successful TALS development will be 

anchored in pedagogical theory. This ensures that the design and implementation of TALS 

are pedagogically sound and aligned with students’ learning needs. 

     The educational design module focuses not only on establishing clear learning objectives 

and measurable outcomes, but also on creating immersive and engaging learning experiences. 

This approach is vital for ensuring that TALS programs not only impart knowledge but also 

actively involve students in the learning process. The quality assurance module moves 

beyond traditional evaluation metrics to include continuous assessment and improvement. 

This aspect of the framework ensures that TALS programs are academically rigorous and 

responsive to the changing needs of students and the educational environment. The 

framework further acknowledges the influence of institutional context on TALS 

development. It recognises that resources, expertise, student demographics, and ethical 

considerations significantly shape the feasibility and effectiveness of TALS programs. 

     In summary, this framework for TALS development and design provides a practical guide 

for educators and developers in creating and continually improving TALS programs. It 

ensures that these programs are theoretically sound, pedagogically effective, and responsive 

to the varied needs of learners in diverse educational contexts. 

 



199 

   

 

7.8 Final Remarks, Significance, and Future Directions 

     Australian universities have historically dedicated significant resources to enhancing 

academic language and learning (ALL), acknowledging its pivotal role in facilitating student 

success. This commitment has coincided with a notable and likely ongoing increase in the 

integration of digital technologies within the academic language and learning support 

domain. However, the digital wing of ALL remains both poorly defined and the literature 

widely dispersed. This thesis has thus introduced the concept of technology-enhanced 

academic language support (TALS), a comprehensive term that unifies various practices 

under a single, adaptable descriptor. TALS, as a single term of reference, could provide a 

centralised meeting point where research and examples of best practice from the field can be 

more readily and conveniently shared. 

     Although TALS programs have faced criticism, their widespread application and expected 

ongoing expansion underline the need for more guidance to their development and 

implementation. This is exemplified by the case study of the Online Academic Writing 

Workshop (OAWW) at Griffith University. This research revealed that despite the 

considerable investment of time and resources into the OAWW, there remained a discrepancy 

between the program’s intended outcomes and its actual effectiveness. This disconnect—a 

common challenge among TALS program designers—stresses the imperative for an 

evidence-based framework. Such a framework would guide the design, development, and 

quality assurance of TALS programs, ensuring that these programs not only meet theoretical 

expectations but also deliver tangible, impactful results. 

     The contribution of this thesis lies in the articulation of such a framework, a synthesis of 

diverse educational theories and design approaches into a coherent strategy for design. The 

framework’s foundation is its theoretical diversity, drawing from among the disciplines of 

learning science, e-learning, and psychology, and further informed by models and examples 

from ALL provisioning described in the literature. The framework stresses the necessity of a 

solid theoretical base, active student engagement, an iterative design cycle, and continuous 

quality assurance. It does not seek to prescribe best practice but rather to guide educators and 

designers in reflective decision-making throughout the TALS design process. 

     The framework is notable and innovative in its contextual adaptability. This adaptability is 

critical, enabling it to be leveraged into a wide variety of educational landscapes and ensuring 

applicability across a spectrum of technological, resource, and pedagogical variables. The 

potential applications of this framework extend far beyond the immediate context of 
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Australian higher education. The principles embedded in this framework offer universal 

applicability, enabling institutions worldwide to navigate the challenges and opportunities 

presented by rapidly evolving digital technologies.  

     Additionally, the framework is forward-looking, designed to embrace and incorporate 

emerging technologies. The emergence of sophisticated AI technologies presents a 

particularly significant frontier for this framework. With the rise of sophisticated tools, such 

as generative large language models, the framework’s flexibility ensures that TALS programs 

can evolve to accommodate these technologies effectively. As AI continues to transform the 

educational paradigm, the framework’s adaptability becomes essential in integrating these 

advancements effectively. In contexts where AI is rapidly being adopted, the framework can 

guide educators in harnessing AI’s potential to enhance learning while addressing ethical 

considerations, such as authorship and academic integrity. This is particularly pertinent in 

regions where AI in education is still nascent, providing a structured approach to embedding 

these technologies in a pedagogically sound manner. The framework’s emphasis on 

pedagogical theory, continuous quality assurance, and iterative design is vital in a landscape 

where AI tools are continually evolving. This ensures that educational practices not only keep 

pace with technological advancements but also remain anchored in sound pedagogical 

principles. 

     As technologies advance and become even more intertwined with educational 

methodologies, the framework can serve as a foundational tool not just for TALS but for any 

technology-enhanced learning and teaching space. Its principles of design, engagement, and 

quality assurance are universally applicable across genres and disciplines, enabling educators 

to construct learning experiences that are theoretically sound, pedagogically effective, and 

technologically aware. In conclusion, this framework represents more than just a guide for 

developing TALS programs; it is a blueprint for the future of education. Its relevance extends 

beyond the current technological landscape, offering a comprehensive strategy for integrating 

emerging technologies in a manner that is pedagogically sound and globally applicable.  
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Appendix A: Student Assessment of their Learning Gains Survey 

1. As a result of your effort in this workshop, what gains did you make in your 
understanding of each of the following:  
1.1. Academic register [Academic style] 
1.2. Synthesis [Connecting ideas] 
1.3. Discourse markers  
1.4. Paragraphing 
1.5. Paraphrasing 
1.6. Unpacking the question [Answering the task question] 
1.7. Overall academic writing ability 

2. Please comment on what skills you have gained as a result of your effort in this 
workshop. 

3. As a result of your work in this workshop, what gains did you make in of each of the 
following: 
3.1. Enthusiasm for academic writing 
3.2. Interest in taking or planning to take additional classes in academic writing 
3.3. Confidence that you understand the material 
3.4. Confidence that you can write academic assignments 
3.5. Willingness to seek help from others when working on academic problems  

4. Please comment on how this workshop has changed your attitude toward academic 
writing in English.  

5. As a result of your work in this workshop, what gains did you make in integrating the 
following?  
5.1. Connecting key class ideas with other knowledge 
5.2. Applying what I learned in this workshop to other courses 
5.3. Using a critical approach to analysing and constructing arguments    

6. How has this workshop changed the ways you learn or study? 
7. What will you carry with you from this workshop into your other classes?  
8. Please comment on how your understanding of academic writing has changed as a result 

of this class. 
9. How much did the following aspects of the workshop help your learning? 

9.1. the organisation  
9.2. the instructional style    
9.3. the pace       

10. Please comment on how the instructional style of this workshop helped your learning. 
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Appendix B: Focus Group Interview Protocol 
Preamble: I’m going to interview a number of students about their academic English skills and their 
experience with the EnglishHELP Online Academic Writing Workshop. No names will be used in my 
report and there no right or wrong answers.  
 

Focus Primary questions Follow-up questions/prompts 
Bridging phrase: Let’s talk about your academic English skills. 

 
English language 
proficiency self-
assessment 
 

• Do you think your academic 
English skills are good enough to 
study a degree in English? 
 

• How do you know? 
• What are your stronger skills in academic 

English? 
• What areas of academic English do you 

need to improve?  
Bridging phrase: Let’s talk about your courses. 
 
Academic English 
language requirements 
at university 
 

• What academic challenges did 
you have this term? For example, 
assignments, presentations, or 
assessments. 
 

• Did you think you were successful in 
addressing these challenges? Why or why 
not? 

• Did you think that your academic English 
skills were strong enough to meet these 
changes? 

• What aspects of these challenges did you 
find most difficult? 

 
• What academic English skills are 

most important for you as a 
university student in Australia? 

• Are you trying to improve these skills? 
• How? 

Bridging phrase: Let’s move on to talk about the OAWW. 
 
Online Academic 
Writing Workshop 
 

• How did you first hear about the 
OAWW? 
 

 

• Did you complete all of the 
activities?  
 

• If not, why? 

• What was your overall 
impression of the OAWW? 

• What did you like best about the OAWW, if 
anything? 

• What about the OAWW do you think could 
be improved? 

 
• Did the OAWW meet your 

expectations?  
 

• Why or why not? 
• Did you feel that there was anything 

“missing” for the OAWW? 
 

• Do you think the OAWW helped 
you with your course 
assignments?  

• How, or in what way? 

Closing phase 
Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experience with the OAWW? 
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