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Agenda 

•   Introduc4on to Learning Commons 

•   Academic Literacy: goals & theory 
•  Addressing the tacit assump4ons of the academic culture 

•  Faculty concep4ons of academic literacy 

•  Collabora4ve programming models 



LC 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Career Centre, 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Wri8ng 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The Virtual Learning Commons: SPARK 



Suppor8ng Academic Literacy Instruc8on  

Within Courses   

•  The purpose of our LC Faculty SubcommiGee project  
•  to establish a Summer Ins4tute on the teaching of academic 

literacies. We wish to help York instructors adopt strategies to 
aid their students in developing academic reading, wri4ng, and 
informa4on literacy skills. 

•  The role of the Teaching Commons in the Learning Commons 
project 



• Hired graduate student with exper4se in literacy  
educa4on, aka Rebecca! (Spring 2012) 

•  Literature review on suppor4ng faculty teaching of 
academic literacy within university courses 

•  Focus groups with faculty at York University 

•  Pilot‐programming with York Teaching Commons 

Steps in Preparing for an Ins8tute on the 
Teaching of Academic Literacy 



Academic Literacies 

 The term “academic literacies” refers to the wri4ng 
strategies, library research strategies and learning skills 
needed for effec4ve engagement with university 
coursework, including how to read sophis4cated academic 
material.  



Entering the Academic Culture 



Academic Literacies: Theore8cal Context 

•  Socio‐cultural ideas of learning (appren4ceship) 
•  Academic world as a discourse community, or set of 

discourse communi4es 

•  Thinking like a Poli4cal Scien4st, Psychologist, … 

•  Developmental rather than deficit model (Haggis) 
•  Embedded rather than supplemental instruc4on 

•  Novice‐expert progression (Leckie) 
•  Systemic barriers to developing literacies 

•  Unaddressed gaps, the tacit, the taken‐for‐granted   

•  Making implicit processes just as explicit as the product of 
those processes 



Faculty Members’ Concep8ons of Academic 
Literacy Instruc8on  

Faculty focus groups at York University  
• Four groups with a total of 18 par4cipants 
• Summer 2012 

Included Faculty of Liberal Arts & Social Sciences, Faculty 
of Health, Faculty of Science & Engineering 

Department Chairs nominated par4cipants from  
General Educa4on courses or core first/second year 
courses 

Facilitated by Rebecca Katz 
• Outside literacy studies scholar 



Par8cipants agree that academic literacy 
skills of students require development 

“…once they have the informa4on in front of them, 
they have a hard 4me reading it and understanding 
it and summarizing it and evalua4ng it. All those 
skills I think need to be shown or taught.”  

 Literature and Language Professor  



Par8cipants see cri8cal reflec8on and 
engagement with research and 
coursework as fundamental for student 
learning and growth. Cri8cal reading gets 
special emphasis 

“…they’ve been told to read the primary literature 
but they haven’t actually been given any guidance. I 
mean even in first year, we’re telling them to go find 
the literature. But there isn’t true guidance about 
how to read literature and dissect it. And as we know, 
a lot of it is very, very obtuse wri4ng.” 

 Biology Professor 



Plagiarism oPen iden8fied as being connected 
to students’ lack of academic literacy skills, 
and a great deal of concern expressed about 
this issue 

“The fire that we had to put out was plagiarism…
What was discovered was…they think wri4ng a paper 
is copying stuff and edi4ng it. So we spend the 12 
weeks [dealing with ques4ons like] Why are we at 
university? What is wri4ng a paper all about?...What 
is academia? 

 Health Studies Professor 



Par8cipants readily offer diagnoses of the 
problem they see with student abili8es. 
OPen refer to mo8va8on, high school, 
part‐8me work or need for remedial 
a@en8on 

“But I do find that students…come in with a lack of understanding and 
the difference between their opinion and evidence, what we’d like to 
call evidence‐based conclusions, or something of the sort…they seem 
to come from high school with the view that any opinion is equally 
good, or my opinion is as good as the experts.”  

Psychology Professor 



But, par8cipants speak about research as 
a recursive, itera8ve process and see role 
for selves in scaffolding the process 

“And I used to think my job was to deliver 
content. It’s not about content…[It’s about] 
process, process and psychological support. I 
teach them to learn how to learn.” 

 English Professor 



Par8cipants feel that TAs must play a 
fundamental role in academic literacy 
instruc8on and associated challenges 

“I’m thinking more of the TAs I’ve worked with and my 
sugges4ons to them…we go over how to cri4cally read in 
the tutorial and how to, you know, make notes from what 
they’re reading, iden4fy key points and arguments, have 
students do reading – like pose a ques4on that they have 
to then delve into and extrapolate more…”  

 Social Sciences Professor 



Par8cipants see Learning Commons possibly 
providing a forum for dialogue about academic 
literacy issues and instruc8onal techniques 

“And I think what would be really good for this summer 
ins4tute would be to help faculty find ways of 
integra4ng different wri4ng assignments, different 
levels of wri4ng, different skills…so it’s not just like one 
big research paper, for example, like I do. But it should 
be ‐‐‐ this is dreaming, but anyway, it should be a sort 
of collec4ve effort.” 

Languages and Literature Professor 



Our Ini8al Programming 
90 minutes workshop for faculty members on developing 
students’ critical skills 

Half-day workshop on teaching academic literacies 
within the context of the Course Design @ York program 



Implica8ons for our prac8ce 

Con4nue our programming with a Learning Commons 
academic literacy approach 

• joint planning of programming for faculty 
• deficit vs. socio‐cultural model 
• concept of tacit knowledge 

Treat cri4cal reading as the entry point for embedding 
literacy instruc4on 

Focus on assignment design support 
• Introduce principles of assignment design 

• scaffolding, sequencing, alignment 
• Introduce design frameworks for academic 
literacies 

• Coonan & Secker, Biggs, Bloom 



Implica8ons for our prac8ce (con8nued) 

Represent ourselves as process experts 
• Spell out explicitly for faculty members the 
aspects of reading, wri4ng, and library research 
that are taken for granted within the academic 
culture 
• Encourage modelling of expert process 
• Encourage explicit, guided prac4ce 

Provide faculty members with mul4ple examples of 
worksheets, exercises, and assignments consistent 
with academic literacy approach 

Be prepared to address issues of large courses and 
heavy marking responsibili4es. 



Good sources for examples of exercises, 
worksheets, and assignment design templates  

•  Grassian, E. Teach Informa0on Literacy & Cri0cal Thinking. 
Retrieved from: hGps://sites.google.com/site/teachinfolit/  

•  University of Huddersfield. Embedding Skills: Integra4ng 
Learning Development in to the Student Experience. Retrieved 
from: hGp://embeddingskills.hud.ac.uk/ 

All items from these sources are in the public domain 



Biggs, J., & Tang, C. (2011). Teaching for Quality Learning at 
University: What the Student Does, 4th Ed. Maidenhead, Eng.: 
McGraw‐Hill. 

Coonan, E., & Secker, J. (2011). A new curriculum for informa0on 
literacy: Reports and outputs. Retrieved from hGp://
newcurriculum.wordpress.com/project‐reports‐and‐outputs/  

Duke, L. M., & Asher, A. D. (2012). College Libraries and Student 
Culture: What We Now Know. Chicago: American Library 
Associa4on. (ERIAL PROJECT) 

Haggis, T. (2006). Pedagogies for diversity: Retaining cri4cal 
challenge amidst fears of ‘dumbing down’. Studies in Higher 
Educa0on, 31(5), 521‐535. 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that 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