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While expansion of tertiary places may have brought more students into the university, the greater diversity of student cultures and capabilities has resulted in the tertiary teaching context becoming increasingly problematic. Students’ tertiary literacy development is of current concern nationally and internationally.    We share this concern, and to this end, we are engaged in a CUTSD funded program, called TULIP  (Tertiary Undergraduate Literacy Integration Program) which, as the name suggests, foregrounds the integration or embeddedness of tertiary literacy within content teaching. In this paper, we describe some of the activities, outcomes and benefits from TULIP. 

TULIP Project Activities and Products

The aim of the whole TULIP Project is to enhance students’ tertiary literacy simultaneously with their learning of the content of their discipline areas. Rather than adding generic literacy skills onto study programs, the Project begins from the proposition that discipline content is itself composed of language which has been constructed by each disciplinary community. Introducing neophytes into that disciplinary community is therefore like an apprenticeship in the ways with words of that community (Bartholomae, 1985). To understand the discipline is to be able to engage in the discourse of that discipline.  Hence, “literacy” is not something that can be remediated in isolated tool sessions, but is integral to the teaching and learning of the discipline material. It follows from this view of literacy as a social construct that the language conventions (or “literacy”) which need to be fostered will be in many ways specific to each discourse community (Baynham et al, 1994). But insights from the field of literacy theory and pedagogy suggest that there may be generic teaching strategies, which can be used to foster the learning of different discipline languages, without recourse to a discourse of student deficit. TULIP is exploring this possibility. 

Through action research, five lecturers and approximately one hundred students from the disciplines of Education, Social Science, Environmental Science and Nursing at the University of Ballarat, and Australian Catholic University (Aquinas Campus), developed, trialed, and refined a series of literacy learning and teaching strategies for use within the usual tutorial sessions as the content of each subject is taught.   There were two phases to the Project; Phase One involved Education lecturers and students from both institutions; Phase Two involved lecturers and students from the other discipline areas from both institutions. Each lecturer engaged in an action learning process with his/her particular group of students, centred on using literacy teaching strategies.  The students were thus assisted in learning their discipline knowledge as the teacher made explicit to them, and encouraged them to practise, the component skills and conventions of the discipline language: students learned about their discipline through the language and literacy of that discipline. 

The literacy teaching strategies cover aspects such as vocabularies of discipline areas, approaches to organising arguments, achieving authority in texts, forms of reflective writing, understanding features of the genres of academic texts.   The documentation of these strategies will result in a Tertiary Undergraduate Literacy Integration Program (TULIP) Resource Kit. It is envisaged that the final version of the TULIP Resource Kit will contain a number of learner centred literacy teaching strategies adaptable to any tertiary classroom, a brief theoretical justification for each strategy, narratives from teachers of different disciplines about the teaching context and use made of each strategy, appropriate evaluation approaches, student workshop materials and teachers’ notes.

Previous Work

The TULIP project builds on our previous work on student learning and literacy.  We have conversed across subject boundaries within Education over a number of years as we have integrated literacy learning into teaching discipline knowledge within our own classrooms (Noone & Cartwright, 1997).   Strategies, which were generated by this work, are the basis for Phase One of the TULIP Project.  The TULIP Project also builds on our work with first year students’ literacy (Noone & Cartwright, 1998), by extending into a broader range of disciplines.  Cartwright’s (1997) action research with lecturers from different disciplines in the University of Ballarat documented a general concern for students’ literacy and a desire to know how it might be fostered.   The TULIP project sought to build on this cross-disciplinary concern by engaging participating lecturers in action research on literacy learning and teaching.

Teaching and Researching / Researching Teaching

The research in which we are engaging for the TULIP Project can be seen as a case study of change in the practice of tertiary teaching through action research (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1989). As with any case study, the emphasis is on exploring in some depth the nuances of the particular, rather than seeking the abstract generalisability of a study based on scientific principles. Any "lessons" from the case study for others come not from the generation of "laws” but from resonances which readers/listeners/practitioners can identify as speaking to their own circumstances of teaching, and which may spark in their imaginations possibilities as yet unimagined. Our approach can be seen as part of the shift beyond positivist notions of research towards that family of research which Lather (1991) calls postpositivist in which there is a "constructive turmoil that allows a search for different possibilities of making sense of human life" (Lather 1991, p.52). 

In our work, teacher narrative (Jalongo et al, 1995; Connelly & Clandinan, 1986, 1990; Elbaz, 1991) is an important part of the change process. Narratives foreground all of the elements referred to above, and acknowledge them as parts of the usual state of affairs within a teaching situation. They acknowledge teaching as an uncertain business, and one whose character results from the sense which teachers make of the immediate and broader contexts in which they act. In undertaking the TULIP project, and indeed when the TULIP material is produced, teachers' stories from the classroom will feature strongly.

Our approach is also “action research” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1989), a collaborative process which begins from participants' exploration of their current ways of understanding their circumstances in order to define the problem and their values; moves to planning and implementation of possible strategies; and culminates in  evaluation and re-planning through participatory modes of learning and working. Of course, in a teaching setting, the same situation is never replicated. We as teachers make judgements, and draw "lessons" from each teaching episode - our own and that of others - in order to re-engage in the action research cycle. 

The teacher stories about what happens in classrooms when using the literacy teaching strategies  constitute both data for the project and the means by which practitioners give meaning to their activities. The stories are constructed from the teachers’ judgement about their own practice, their perceptions of  the literacy outcomes in students’ discipline work, and of the students’ experiences of focusing more directly on literacy learning.  While the aim of the project is to enhance students’ literacy skills within each discipline, we will not be able to “prove” that the literacy pedagogy accounts for any differences in students’ performance of discipline work. A pre- and post- "test" is not coherent with this form of action research in teaching. At most, we can make professional judgements based on comparisons of samples of individual students’ work (although this will be over a short time span and any improvement cannot be claimed as the “result” of the literacy pedagogy), investigate to what extent students are conscious of their own literacy development, and judge whether we perceive any differences in students’ work or attitudes compared to previous years.

Experiences from Phase One -  Education Units

Based on the methodology outlined above, we refined and used a suite of literacy teaching strategies to teach the content of our two first year Education units in semester one. Although both units were from the discipline of Education, they were in fact two different sub-disciplines. Students had to learn two new “languages”: one of these “languages” concerned language and literacy in the unit TB510 Language and Literacy; the other concerned educational ideas and critiques in the unit TB500 Ideology and Education. We documented our activities through maintenance of professional journals and session plans; collected samples of student writing at the beginning and end of the semester; met weekly with a Critical Friend to critically reflect upon classroom practice, and “tell our stories”; and documented students’ responses to the various literacy teaching strategies.

For the purposes of this paper, we can outline only some of the material which was generated. We shall focus on two of the literacy teaching strategies (academic journalling, and write/share/add/ confront/reconstruct); and some of the feedback from students on the overall experience of the literacy focus within the units.

Literacy Strategy 1 - Academic Journalling

Journalling is used in a variety of ways by different teachers in different circumstances (Holly, 1989). Some teachers and students see journalling as akin to diary writing, a style of ‘informal’ writing that describes personal thoughts and feelings. Others see journalling as reportage, a style of writing which recounts events and material, and which gradually allows students to become familiar with both discipline content and language, and with the ways of writing for the academy. While each of these forms can be useful developmentally, it is another form of journalling, academic journalling, which we find the most powerful form of writing. Like diary writing, it continues to privilege the “voice” of the writer, but places this “voice” among discipline theorists. Students are thus able to critically reflect on their growth of understanding of their discipline; explore the ways of making meaning in writing; and interrogate particular theoretical perspectives, which they may find problematic.  Academic journalling combines the personal with the political in that it allows the “voice” of the writer to be heard, but theorises and politicises the particular event to which the writer refers. Rather than seeing “personal” and “academic” writing as a dichotomy, academic journalling negotiates a position in writing that allows the writer to speak a multiplicity of voices into the cultural and academic dialogue (Cartwright, 1998).

Samples of Students’ Academic Journalling

In the following extracts from students' journals, we can see the difference between diary journalling and academic journalling exemplified. Student A ultimately demonstrates successful practice of academic journalling, with its inherent characteristic of being a personally and politically powerful form of writing. However we would not wish to claim that all students were able to enter this discourse. Student B exemplifies a substantial group of students who continued to journal in diary form, but who were quite capable of using academic form in essays.

Student A 

 Week 3: This view I don’t exactly agree with. Most people would agree with it. People have dreams. Imagine what people said when Nicole Kidman said she wanted to be an actress. They would have told her to get a proper job.

Week 10: Teachers may be resistant to critical pedagogy. As Freire (1997) comments, teaching the purely technical aspects of a procedure is not difficult and it means that the teacher doesn't have to think about values. I like his idea of teaching not being a mechanical method. One idea that I will use when I am teaching is the problem-posing approach because I have experienced it in this class and it is very encouraging because it makes you think of bigger issues. I didn’t really notice any shift away from a focus on individuals, which Symes and Preston (1998) say is a problem in an emancipatory perspective.



Student B

Week 1: Already after my first class I have started wondering why and what makes me think the way I think. What makes me judge things such as people when I don’t really know them. Also why do I find it hard to express myself and answer “why” when asked, when deep down we do no “why”.

Week 9: I found the article almost exciting to read why and how these people came up with different theories. But I had to read and re-read it several times, and even after doing that, I’m not sure that I understand it all. I was tired and grumpy and I should have read the article when I was fresh.



Literacy Strategy 2 - Write/share/add/confront/reconstruct (WSACR)

Becoming a reflective thinker entails developing an awareness of the assumptions under which we, and others, think and act.  According to Brookfield (1995), a reflective thinker learns to pay attention to the context in which actions and ideas are generated, becomes sceptical of quick-fix solutions, of single answers to problems and of claims to universal truths.   One also becomes open to alternative ways of looking at, and behaving in, the world.  Many of these elements are echoed in Smyth’s (1986) exploration of reflection-in-action, but he emphasises that reflection is a social process, like language, and always begins from the historical reality of people’s lives. Further, critical reflection confronts the constraints and contradictions in understanding in order to “see in other ways” (Smyth, 1986, pp. 24-29).

The Write/share/add/confront/reconstruct strategy is an adaptation of these principles to a classroom practice which foregrounds writing. The strategy becomes a combination of individual and small group writing and interaction.  In response to a question, each student initially writes several lines, then shares this with a peer.   The partners then question each other’s views, ask for clarification, and share each other’s thoughts in order to extend the other’s view.  An opportunity is then provided for each student to add to the original response.   At this point, the teacher may provide further perspectives on the question, prompting and challenging the students to confront their existing response with questions such as: What are your reasons for…?  What connection can you see between…..and….?  How would author X apply…….?  Do you find yourself resisting the points made by…….?  Why?  Whose knowledge is it and whose interests does it serve?  Finally, the student takes time to reconsider in writing these and other oppositional points of view, and indicate in writing how their original views have been extended and/or challenged, or reconstructed.

Sample of Students’ Writing Using WSACR

The following sample of student writing illustrates the process of thinking and writing which eventuates from this strategy. It is an example from Week 1, where a generative question was set as a way of validating and building from students' existing knowledge and experience, and as a beginning to a process of broadening and rethinking existing understandings about education. 

Generative question: How is it that you are doing this course at this institution?

Write
I don’t really know why I’m here. I’ve had no life long ambition to be a primary teacher or anything and basically I’m here because I didn’t want to go too far away. It’s better than doing nothing.

Share/Add
Being a girl, teaching seemed allright. Or hospitality. But my auntie's a teacher. My family didn’t push me because they are not academic people. But they do provide me with economic support, and they want me to get a better job than them.

Confront    (Lynne does class brainstorm on personal factors, and structural factors, influencing educational experiences and pathways)

Reconstruct 

I got into this course because I got an adequate TER for this course in the selection system. If the government and the universities had a different system, I wouldn't be here. I’m here because the government built a university here a long time ago. If these things were different, it wouldn’t matter whether I wanted to come - I couldn’t.



Overall student comments

Almost all students felt that their literacy skills, their capacity for critical thinking about the content, and their understanding of academic culture had been assisted over the semester in the Education units. This is shown by the ratings given in the table below.

Very Poor
Poor
Average
Good
Excell.
Total

Responses


No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%
No.
%

j)  Development of literacy skills
0
0
0
0
12
12
62
61
28
27
102
100

k)  Development of critical thinking
0
0
0
0
2
2
54
53
46
45
102
100

l)  Development of understanding about academic expectations
0
0
2
2
7
7
61
60
32
31
102
100

Experiences from Phase Two 

In this phase, Lecturers from the disciplines of Environmental Science (Mal Weston) and Social Sciences (Janice Newton) at the University of Ballarat, and Lecturers from the discipline of Nursing (Catherine Manterfield and John Struhs) at Australian Catholic University, Aquinas Campus, implemented the literacy strategies in their usual tutorial sessions as the content of each subject was taught.   We met with these lecturers each week, focussing our discussions on the particular literacy strategy they had employed in their classes.  Invariably, these discussions went beyond what had actually occurred in class, touching on a range of issues concerning teaching and learning.   Students kept journals in which they recorded their involvement in each tutorial session, their responses to the particular literacy strategy being implemented, and their overall reflections on the learning in which they were engaged.   Lecturers kept journals in which they recorded field notes from each of their tutorial and/or lecture sessions, and in which they wrote longer reflections at the conclusion of each class.   In addition, journals were used in each of our discussion sessions where points were added to what had been written previously.     

Given the professional development focus in this phase of TULIP, and for the purposes of this paper, we are only including comments from lecturers.  Student comments and evaluation of the literacy strategies will appear in the final TULIP Resource kit. Lecturers’ comments have been derived from transcripts of our weekly meetings, and from their final evaluations of their involvement in the project.  While we are still analysing the data from this phase of the Project, a number of themes are already emerging.  The following is a brief selection:

Alternative teaching approaches – or ‘Is this how science is taught?’

The above question was asked by a student in an Environmental Science tutorial, and it reflected her puzzlement at what she had expected to happen in tutorials in this subject.   Mal spoke frequently in our weekly discussion, and in her journal of the hostility displayed by students in her classes.  As she puts it in her final journal reflection.

As you’ll remember, I often reported student hostility following TULIP activities.  I have given a lot of thought as to why this might be, and I think it is because TULIP activities exposed some things the students were not good at, ie writing, analysing written material, sharing opinions, sharing their writing skills – and they therefore came to resent the fact that their frailties were visible to everyone else in the class.

The reluctance of Mal’s students to engage in writing tasks in her tutorials was mentioned again in one of our final discussion sessions.

I suspect that focussing on communication skills in science is almost unheard of – at least in these students’ minds.  I suspect that if communication and literacy issues were pushed in other science units, those units might get a reputation for being difficult, and students might avoid enrolling in them (20/10/99).

Less is more – reducing content coverage

Common to all of us involved in the TULIP project was the dilemma of covering the content of our disciplines, while attempting to implement the literacy teaching strategies through which the discipline was to be understood.  Janice commented in her final journal reflection:

The main motto or theme that I have come away with is that less is more.  Less content and rushing through material can allow a deeper understanding critique to be developed and for this richer understanding to be reinforced and conceptually developed by the act of writing it in a conceptually whole sentence.

This sentiment was echoed in all lecturers’ journals, and was a frequent topic in our weekly discussions.

Challenging teaching – serendipity in action

All lecturers involved in the second phase of TULIP commented in their final journal reflections on the benefits they derived from their personal involvement with the Project.

TULIP strategies have caused me to assess what has worked (or not worked) for me and to try to make my lectures more participatory and less didactic.  I have learned why some of my strategies haven’t always worked and am eager to get back out there and try some new strategies. (Catherine Manterfield)

TULIP has encouraged me to explore and use a range of teaching styles I might not have otherwise used.  TULIP, it seems on reflection, has given me the freedom, or perhaps the permission, to experiment with my teaching. (John Struhs)

Talking to others – sharing ideas, stories, strategies

This theme was also a constant during our discussions, and it is closely related to the above theme of challenging teaching.   In one of our final discussion sessions (4/11/99), the following comments were noted.

The best thing about being involved in TULIP has been the opportunity to hear other lecturers’ concerns and realise we share many problems and issues in common.  TULIP has been an important means of forcing me to stop and reflect upon my own teaching. (Catherine Manterfield)

The best thing about my involvement with TULIP has been sharing ideas, stories, strategies, things that work, things that don’t work, with colleagues who also value the written and spoken word. (Mal Weston)

As can be seen from the above comments, lecturers engaged in reflective practice, a ‘dialogue of thinking and doing’ (Schon, 1987, p.31) that became a powerful form of ongoing professional development.

Discussion

From the evidence outlined above, we are encouraged that teaching discipline content through an explicit focus on its constitution as a language is a fruitful approach. The approach continues to challenge us to explore our own pedagogical practices and to confront our assumptions about knowledge, learning and language. It raises issues of teaching as teaching skills, teaching as process, and teaching as content delivery.  Conversely, it raises issues of learning as competency in skills, learning as a process of meaning making, and learning as accumulation of content. For tertiary educators in particular the embeddedness of these literacy strategies challenges the orthodoxy of the academic as expert possessor and dispenser of discipline knowledge. Instead, it foregrounds their role as a teacher who needs to have an awareness of discipline knowledge as constructed in and through language, and of pedagogies which facilitate development of this literacy.  

One of the benefits in the cross-disciplinary nature of our project was that lecturers from differing disciplines were discussing issues common to all tertiary teachers, and identifying constraints and possibilities in their work which derive from working within similar institutional circumstances and from teaching similar cohorts of students. 

Another of the positive benefits has been that of working collegially across discipline boundaries, and cross-institutionally, and the insights this has provided in informing our teaching and research.   In endeavouring to make our pedagogical and theoretical understandings clear to each other, we have had to ensure that we ourselves recognised the implications, which such perspectives might have for our classroom teaching and research.  This has meant confronting, at times, our own taken-for-granted assumptions regarding teaching and learning, interrogating our sometimes strongly held views on effective pedagogical strategies, and problematising the theoretical understandings of our own disciplines. We have gained insights into our own teaching that have emerged from a process of re-constructing narratives about teaching that are emancipatory and challenging.  Indeed, teacher narrative, we have found, has provided a powerful means for sharing our insights, for questioning each other’s understandings, and for validating and celebrating the art of teaching.

A further, and indeed significant, benefit has been that of working with our students. Our teaching of students has been informed by our perspectives on teaching and learning, and in turn, our classroom experiences have challenged these perspectives.   We see our literacy strategies as the means by which students can engage with and question the content of the discipline;  through writing responses as they write their way to understanding.  For many students, however, thinking through writing is not part of their understanding of how tertiary learning should occur.   Indeed, many students experience a sense of cognitive dissonance when they are confronted with our literacy strategies which are different from what they expect tertiary learning to be – that is, finding the ‘right answer’ from a textbook.  Nevertheless, we see ourselves engaging in a pedagogy that is both within and against the academy, and that encourages students to become deep learners (Gibbs, 1994).  Theoretically, we hold to the view that in teaching one must transgress (hooks, 1994) the boundaries, which will ‘take them beyond their current horizons to consider perspectives and issues that they would not normally entertain’ (Zeichner & Liston, 1991, p. 193).

Conclusion
What we have tried to do in this paper is to foreground some of the activities, outcomes and benefits from TULIP.  We have also tried to show how the differing understandings have resulted in positive and expected insights into our own understandings as we have worked cross-institutionally, cross-disciplinary, and cross-culturally (in terms of academic culture).

It is our belief that academic staff, through their pedagogy, can provide powerful instances of learning and teaching, that they can model and scaffold for students effective strategies for learning and for achieving success in their particular disciplines.   By integrating teaching techniques from the field of literacy into the teaching of other disciplines we believe that students will be initiated into the academic community in ways that are not premised on a discourse of deficit, but which place the student in a supportive context where they will be encouraged to explore intellectual challenges, and to learn to construct and make meaning through the language of their discipline. Based on the evidence to hand, and our experiences so far, it seems that our approach does facilitate successful literacy learning for first year students.
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