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With increasing diversity among students seeking higher education places in 

the past two decades, Australian universities are under constant pressure to 

juggle the competing demands of maintaining student enrolments, achieving 

rankings, and building a strong reputation in a competitive market, while en-

suring the academic literacies of all students. As a result of increasing finan-

cial constraints, many universities have been forced to make economies of 

scale by creating large first-year units that aim to develop the literacies of stu-

dents across many and varied programs within the same unit of study. This 

paper reports on one faculty’s attempt to support first-year student success 

within the constraints of such an environment. The investigation focused on 

the two-fold initiative of embedding academic language and learning practices 

within a large, multi-disciplinary unit, and complementing it with an academic 

writing intervention for students identified as likely to benefit from this. A 

diverse range of students undertook this dual program, including some for 

whom English was an additional language (EAL), some mature aged students, 

and some who were first in their families to undertake university studies. A 

mixed-methods approach was used to determine any improvements in the per-

formance of these participating students. These students were found to have 

built a strong foundation for the rest of their studies, and specialist faculty 

academics believed that the dual program prepared students well for their fu-

ture disciplinary studies. The benefits of adopting such a collaborative ap-

proach are worthy of consideration by educational leaders striving to support 

student success in the face of the multi-faceted challenges of today’s higher 

education arena. 

Key Words: academic literacies; diversity; first-year students; reflective 

practice; English language proficiency. 

1. Introduction 

Over the last two decades, the effects of globalisation have brought about great changes in learn-

ing and teaching. In the university sector, one area that has received considerable attention has 

been the increase in student mobility in general, and in particular, the number of students entering 

English-medium universities throughout the world from a range of educational, linguistic and 

cultural backgrounds. Many international students choose to undertake degree programs in Aus-

tralia, which offers numerous benefits. These include improving their English language and in-

tercultural awareness, and ultimately providing graduates with a qualification that will lead them 

to better employment outcomes as global citizens. While opening the doors to more international 

full fee-paying students, the Australian Government has also created greater flexibility to allow 
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local or ‘domestic’ students from non-traditional backgrounds to undertake degree programs. In 

2008, for example, the Final Report for the Review of Australian Higher Education recommended 

a significant increase in the participation rates of domestic students in higher education, specifi-

cally those from previously under-represented groups (Birrell & Edwards, 2009). With such broad 

diversity within the demographics and previous educational experience of commencing students, 

many find the acquisition of academic literacies challenging. In this paper, ‘academic literacies’ 

refers not just to language skills such as grammar, sentence structure and paragraphing, but also 

general writing skills such as overall structure, argument development, research and referencing, 

and critical and reflective thinking.  

Four interlinked factors have recently formed the driving influence in the teaching of academic 

literacies in Australian universities. The first is financial constraint. The Australian government 

has reduced its monetary support to universities: for example, in the 2014 budget it announced 

that over the following three years, 2015-2018, it would reduce its subsidisation of local under-

graduate student fees by $1.1 billion (Bexley, 2014). This has been a significant contributing 

factor to Australian universities having worked to obtain a large increase in the numbers of inter-

national full fee-paying students. In 2019, for example 178,744 international students commenced 

in the Higher Education sector in Australia, representing a steady growth since 2016, when there 

were 130,990 commencements in the sector (Australian Government, Department of Education, 

Skills and Employment, 2020). One recent report into the numbers of students in Australian uni-

versities found that about 25% were international, and that about 10% of all students on university 

campuses were from China alone (Babones & Centre for Independent Studies, 2019). However, 

the ongoing effects of COVID-19, particularly on international student enrolments are emerging, 

and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future.  

The second factor concerns a shift in the makeup of domestic students. Like other Western coun-

tries, Australia is also seeing a large growth in university enrolments among students from non-

traditional and diverse backgrounds. The numbers of students who come from socio-culturally 

disadvantaged backgrounds (Devlin, 2013), are mature aged, are first in their families to under-

take tertiary study, and who come from families for whom English is an additional language, 

(EAL) have increased over the past couple of decades (Clerehan, 2003, p. 73). This change has 

become more marked since the Review of Australian Higher Education of 2008 (Bradley, 

Noonan, Nugent, Scales & Australian Department of Education and Workplace Relations, 2008), 

which recommended reforms in the financing and regulatory frameworks within the sector. 

A further two factors have come into play. First, following the establishment of the Tertiary Ed-

ucation Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) in 2011, there has been increased scrutiny of all 

areas of compliance across the university sector, but in particular, of English language standards. 

Universities are now required to be more accountable for ensuring that all students (regardless of 

their first language) are sufficiently competent in the English language to undertake their chosen 

courses, and that early diagnosis and intervention is provided where students may be at risk of 

non-completion due to language weaknesses. Second, concerns have increasingly been voiced by 

academics over recent years about poor English language skills among international university 

students, both before and after graduation (Benzie, 2010; Birrell, 2006; Burton-Bradley, 2018; 

Watty, 2007), and at the same time, media reports have highlighted a perceived increase in the 

incidence of plagiarism and contract cheating (e.g., McNeilage & Visentin, 2014). Media reports 

have also exposed reports of moral dilemmas among academics who are deeply concerned about 

a lack of preparedness of international students when commencing their studies in Australia 

(O’Neill & Worthington, 2019). Approaches to the teaching of academic literacies, therefore, 

need to take into account the fact that international students and those from non-traditional edu-

cational backgrounds are being admitted to the universities with varying experiences of academic 

writing, coupled with differing perceptions of academic integrity. 
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The approach to these issues adopted by the university where this research was conducted (here-

after, “the university”) is to create one or more large, compulsory first-year units in each faculty 

in which students from many disciplines are co-taught. As well as creating funds through stream-

lining of coordination, teaching and administration, such units are also seen by senior university 

policy makers as an ideal home for the administration of English language diagnostic testing, 

known as Post-Entry Language Assessment (PELA). Such testing is increasingly being adopted 

in Australian universities. When conducted within a common first-year unit, this testing allows 

language specialists to provide support that is aligned with the unit, to those who need it, including 

non-traditional and international students. This common first-year unit can also allow a consistent 

focus on teaching students how to demonstrate an appropriate understanding of the principles of 

academic integrity for their discipline, particularly from a linguistic perspective. 

This paper charts one university’s response to the challenge of balancing the competing demands 

of providing support for students in developing discipline-specific discourses and critical thinking 

within an aggressive and competitive marketplace, while at the same time meeting government 

compliance demands. Similarly, in other Australian universities, academics teaching first-year 

students accept the compromise of defining ‘discipline’ at a broad faculty level. For example, 

Fenton-Smith et al. (2017) have found a balance between large-scale units and a discipline-spe-

cific focus at Griffith University in Queensland: 

In an ideal world … it may be more pedagogically effective to focus at the 

narrowest and most discipline-specific level. But the pragmatic reality is that 

the higher the degree of specificity, the greater the administrative complexity 

and financial outlay. (p. 466) 

In an attempt to cater to students who needed support early in their studies, the Humanities faculty 

at the university adopted a dual approach by creating a compulsory first-year communications 

unit and aligning it with a new language skills-based support partner program. The coordinators 

of the respective programs had been influenced by research into genre and discipline-specific 

discourse from Australia (e.g. Chanock, 1994, 2006; Christie, 1987) and overseas (e.g. Berken-

kotter & Huckin, 1995; Freedman & Medway, 1994; Gee, 1999; Johns, 1995), along with the 

academic literacies work of Lea and Street and others (Haggis, 2006; Johns, 1997; Lea & Stierer, 

2000; Lea & Street, 1998, 1999; Lillis & Turner, 2001; Street, 2004). While the institutional im-

perative to create a centralised unit was strong, they were committed to trying to embed academic 

literacies within disciplinary contexts, while avoiding as much disembodied study skills focus in 

the unit as possible. This dual approach aimed to satisfy a range of criteria for a large and varied 

cohort of commencing students.  

2. The development of the Academic and Professional Communications 

unit and SUCCESS program 

2.1. Building the programs 

It was within the above contexts that the compulsory credit-bearing unit of study known as Aca-

demic and Professional Communications (APC) was created in the Faculty of Humanities at the 

university. Established in 2014, it was envisaged by the faculty’s academic leaders as a general 

study skills unit, and as a vehicle for meeting government and university requirements for Post-

Entry Language Assessment (PELA) and support (called the SUCCESS program in this faculty), 

in addition to providing formal tuition in the area of academic integrity (every program at the 

university has a Designated Academic Integrity Unit, or DAIU). Both the PELA and the SUC-

CESS program were established at this time, in conjunction with APC. The SUCCESS program 

consists of 10 × one-hour additional tutorials and is compulsory for students who fall below a 

certain score in the PELA (although other students are also welcome to opt in where places are 

available). Both the PELA task itself and the cut-off score are mutually agreed by both program 
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coordinators (APC and SUCCESS), in consideration of the academic literacies demands of APC. 

In this way, the co-created programs have provided a double-backstop for students who may oth-

erwise have been at risk of non-completion due to issues of English language, by offering early 

intervention for best outcomes.  

APC was created as the parallel to equivalent communications units in each of the other three 

faculties (Business/Law, Health Sciences, and Science and Engineering), which were also being 

created around that time, in response to TEQSA demands for greater accountability for English 

Language Proficiency standards. APC was thus instituted as a compulsory unit for all first-year 

students in all Humanities courses (with the exception of the Bachelor of Education course, which 

has its own communications unit). The working party that was established to create the APC unit 

included its prospective coordinator, and the Faculty English Language Development Coordinator 

of the SUCCESS program (henceforth labelled ‘the coordinators’), along with the faculty’s Dean 

of Learning and Teaching, and several experienced faculty academics. The APC Coordinator was 

a discipline-based academic of writing and communications, a long-standing academic from one 

of the three schools within the faculty, who had already established links in a second school, while 

the SUCCESS coordinator, a long-standing (academic) English language specialist, was based in 

the faculty Office of Learning and Teaching, and worked across all schools in the faculty. There 

was a concerted effort to maintain a close and seamless alignment between the two programs for 

face validity, so that academic language development would be seen as an inherent part of the 

dual program, rather than a “bolt-on”. Therefore, regular consultation between the coordinators 

was seen as a key element of the approach. Students are not necessarily motivated to inde-

pendently seek improvements in academic language (Fenton-Smith et al., 2017), particularly if 

they are not performing well (Arkoudis, Baik, & Richardson, 2012; Wingate, 2006), and students 

who most need assistance with language and academic skills are least likely to attend voluntary 

workshops (Harris & Ashton, 2011). Therefore, if this initiative was to be successful, it would 

have to be viewed as an integral and mandatory part of the students’ course of study.  

Such a large compulsory unit of study has the advantage that teaching of literacies was no longer 

seen as belonging in a remedial unit, as it had previously been viewed in the Faculty of Humani-

ties: it became essential for all first-year students, who were regarded as novice learners in the 

tertiary context (Krause 2012; Wingate & Tribble, 2012, p. 484). Further, a significant number of 

students would have come either from non-traditional educational backgrounds, or would have 

entered via enabling pathway programs with limited time to become fully conversant with the 

literacies requirements of the host university (Murray & Nallaya, 2016).  

The first problem facing the coordinators was the wide range of courses in which the unit would 

be made compulsory. Unlike the more homogeneous courses in the other faculties, Humanities 

includes a diverse range of courses: ‘English’ theory-based courses such as Cultural Studies and 

Literature; Social Sciences and Asian Languages courses, such as History, Anthropology, Inter-

national Relations, Security Studies and Korean Studies; creative arts such as Fine Art, Perfor-

mance, Screen Arts, and Creative Writing; ‘professional’ courses such as Library Studies, Jour-

nalism, Professional Writing and Internet Studies; design courses such as Photography, Jewellery 

Design, and Digital Design; and built environment courses such as Architecture, Construction 

Management, and Urban and Regional Planning. Across this wide array of disciplines, the coor-

dinators recognised that APC would not be able to address “the deep language, literacy and dis-

course issues” (Lea & Street, 1998, p. 159) of the students. This would be particularly difficult 

since students would be in mixed tutorial groups of 25 to 30 students, and taught by one of a team 

of tutors sourced from all the courses covered in the unit. The challenge, therefore, was to estab-

lish whether this initiative would provide students with a strong foundation for the academic lan-

guage and learning requirements they would need within the faculty. 
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2.2. Essay writing 

In response to the issues outlined in Section 2.1, the APC working party set out three principles. 

First, the APC unit would teach students to write academic essays, which were seen by their 

disciplinary colleagues as central to their students’ academic achievements. They specified an 

argumentative essay, since they viewed this as encouraging more complex and critical thought 

than the descriptive or analytical essays the students were more familiar with from their schooling. 

Recognising that the essay is one of the most difficult genres for first-year students, and one in 

which many of them lack confidence (Krause, 2012), they established a scaffolding framework 

that would take students through the process step-by-step (research, argument development, draft 

writing, redrafting), with extensive feedback (mainly from tutors, but informally also from peers) 

at each stage. A unique feature of this process was that students made a ‘first draft’ trial submis-

sion which would attract not only extensive guidance and feedback, but also an indicative mark 

that could be improved upon by allowing a second-chance and ‘final draft’. This would remove 

the pressure associated with a one-off task, allowing for multiple submissions and reworking 

(Kift, 2009; Kift, Nelson, & Clarke, 2010). It would also allow students to learn about paraphras-

ing and academic integrity, as stipulated by university policy, without risking plagiarism penalties 

on their first attempts at writing. Within this principle, the coordinators recognised that the unit 

would focus on broad-based writing skills, such as argument development, structure, relevance 

and appropriateness of sources, and use of formal language, which would be generally relevant 

for all students. They would need to leave the discipline-specific discourse to their colleagues in 

other units. According to Applebee (1996, as cited in Rex & McEachen, 1999), this could include 

not just concepts and associated vocabulary, but also rhetorical structures, the 

patterns of action, that are part of any tradition of meaning-making. They in-

clude characteristic ways of reaching consensus and expressing disagreement, 

of formulating arguments, of providing evidence, as well as characteristic gen-

res for organizing thought and conversational action. In mastering such tradi-

tions, students learn not only to operate with them, but also how to change 

them. (p. 69) 

Australian language and literacy specialist Kate Chanock (2006, p. 3), who was also working in 

the Humanities context, aimed to “help students to recognise what is generic and what is disci-

pline-specific across their writing tasks”. This distinction underpinned the coordinators’ planning 

for this unit, in that the unit would provide them with generic skills and understandings, which 

would prepare them for the discipline-specific focus they would later receive. 

The second principle agreed by the working party was that as far as possible, students would 

ground their research and essay writing in topics associated with their chosen disciplines. Despite 

being unable to teach discipline-specific understandings, the unit could begin to develop students’ 

information literacies in their discipline, and encourage them to explore in some depth a topic 

related to their future studies. In order to impose some structure on this essay assignment, the 

coordinators created a formulaic phrase that enabled all students to create their own topic within 

their discipline: ‘the role of X in Y’, where X is replaced by the relevant professional person or 

an issue in the profession, and Y by the influence of that professional or issue. For example, recent 

topics have included ‘the role of the children’s librarian in promoting early literacy’, ‘the role of 

community artworks in enriching urban environments’, and ‘the role of European landscape art 

in influencing early Australian painting’. It was hoped that this formula would permit students 

with deep interests in specific areas of their discipline to pursue those interests, while providing 

a framework for those lacking ideas or confidence. Students would be supported to design a topic 

and research it by a team of Humanities librarians and their APC tutors. Since the tutor team was 

to be drawn from the full range of courses offered, tutors would be able to talk with colleagues 

and the librarians about topics and research they were unfamiliar with. 
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2.3. Critical reflective thinking 

The third principle established by the APC working party was that first-year students needed 

support to learn how to learn at university. To enable them to focus on their own learning, students 

would be required to complete detailed self-reflection rubrics before submitting all assignments. 

The emphasis on reflection was to become much more significant than this, however. Working 

from the research of reflective practitioners, such as Brookfield (1987), King and Kitchener 

(1994), Mälkki (2010) and Mezirow (1998), the coordinators had found in previous units they 

had created that a focus on identifying and challenging assumptions (Mälkki 2010) gave students 

a framework that helped them move from descriptive and analytical responses to the critical re-

flection that would be valued in their university studies of Humanities. Since their colleagues (like 

the majority of Australian and overseas academics) value critical thinking (Beasley & Cao, 2014; 

Vyncke, 2012), the working party considered this would be a valuable component of the unit. 

The coordinators therefore set up a second assignment in the unit: a critical reflective thinking 

assignment, which would involve students identifying and challenging their own assumptions as 

learners as well as assumptions in texts from their own disciplines. This second assignment would 

culminate in a group portfolio, in which students would provide examples from their own disci-

plines to use as a basis for critical reflective thinking. Through this assignment, the APC unit 

would challenge students to begin to think of themselves and their discipline in a broader context. 

This critical reflective component would add a disciplinary perspective to the otherwise large, 

multi-disciplinary unit. 

2.4. The SUCCESS program 

The SUCCESS coordinator was able to shape the program in the light of her work on the APC 

working party. What followed was an ongoing close collaboration between the two coordinators 

to ensure the relevance and effectiveness of the SUCCESS program and, importantly, face valid-

ity and usefulness from the students’ perspective. Murray and Muller (2018) note that students 

are less likely to invest their time in attending additional English classes if they are not seen as 

being directly relevant to their coursework. The SUCCESS program was therefore tailored to 

provide an extension to the skills provided in APC, focusing on maintaining the relevance of the 

SUCCESS program from the students’ perspective. Taking into account the fact that written as-

signments make up the majority of university assessments, and thus are “high stakes” (Murray & 

Muller, 2018, p. 4), the SUCCESS program offered a scaffolded approach to understanding and 

completing written assignment tasks which addressed the students’ immediate academic require-

ments within the APC unit. For example, SUCCESS students would be given the opportunity to 

practise and develop their skills in writing reflections, constructing paragraphs and understanding 

the rationale behind using specific referencing systems, with close attention paid to the linguistic 

conventions associated with academic writing.  

Established in 2013, the university’s English Language and Learning Policy stipulated that the 

PELA should be taken by all commencing students (i.e. regardless of their language background) 

in order to identify and provide early support to those for whom limitations in English language 

proficiency may adversely affect their studies. In keeping with this policy, students are required 

to undertake the SUCCESS program if they fall below a certain grade on the PELA, a short piece 

of writing completed in the first week of each semester in conjunction with APC. The SUCCESS 

student group typically comprises mainly international students, with a number of local students 

of all ages. While the needs of English L1 speakers and those from EAL backgrounds differ, the 

limited size of the classes (usually no more than 10-12 students) allows for tailored individual 

assistance from the tutors, who are English language specialists. In fact, the presence of both 

English L1 and L2 students in the SUCCESS program can be seen as an advantage, as opposed 

to being regarded as a ‘remedial’ program which may stigmatise non-native speakers. Murray and 

Muller (2018, p. 1358) noted, “an increasing sense within the HE sector that English language 
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support is often interpreted too narrowly as non-native speaker provision and ignores the needs 

of the wider student population”. 

Finally, the English language specialist not only maintains close communication with the APC 

coordinator, but also with the team of tutors, so that she is available to assist with specific lan-

guage and communication issues, and to liaise regarding individual students and any problems as 

they arise. 

3. Research methods and data sets 

The current project sought to investigate whether the combination of the APC unit (particularly 

the redrafting processes it employed) and participation in the SUCCESS program achieved im-

provement and increased grades in key areas of academic writing. The university’s ethics com-

mittee provided approval for the project and the scripts used were de-identified prior to analysis. 

In Semester 1, 2018, 758 students from 28 courses completed the face-to-face version of APC. 

Of these, 40 students also participated in the SUCCESS program, following the submission of 

their PELA. The latter group became the participants in the current study. These students were of 

mixed ages and included both school-leavers and mature-aged students. Over half of the students 

had English as an Additional Language/Dialect (EAL/D). This cohort represented a greater con-

centration of non-traditional and EAL/D students than the APC unit as a whole.  

A mixed-methods approach was employed. First, scores were recorded for first drafts and second 

drafts, respectively, and differences measured. Second, student assignment reflections from the 

APC Assignment 2 were selected only from the SUCCESS cohort so that they could reflect on 

the dual program. Third, students who attended the SUCCESS program (in conjunction with 

APC) were asked to complete an evaluation at the end of the course.  

4. Findings 

4.1. Student evaluations 

Large faculty-based academic skills units often score low marks on student formal evaluations. 

Nevertheless, APC has consistently scored equal or higher satisfaction levels than equivalent 

communication units: for example, the 2018 evaluation showed an overall satisfaction rate of 

81%, with equivalent units in other faculties scoring between 70% and 79%. SUCCESS evalua-

tions also revealed a high level of satisfaction. The students were asked to respond to a series of 

statements to indicate their perceptions of the benefits of the program via a 5-point Likert scale, 

representing responses ranging from ‘Strongly agree’ to ‘Strongly disagree’. This evaluation is 

completed by all students who undertake the SUCCESS program. In the semester covered by this 

paper (Semester 1, 2018), 411 students undertook the SUCCESS program and the Academic and 

Professional Communications unit concurrently. Students were also given a choice of whether to 

respond by pen and paper or electronically. The combined results are presented in Table 1. Re-

spondents were also invited to add comments (optional) after each of the statements. In addition, 

a set of open questions was presented. Overall, the vast majority of the students felt that they had 

benefited from the SUCCESS program (Table 1).  

  

 
1 One of these students opted not to submit his/her second (final) draft and therefore does not appear in the 

Academic and Professional Communications figures in Table 1, hence the discrepancy in numbers. 
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Table 1. Collated student responses to the SUCCESS statements (Strongly Agree to Strongly 

Disagree; N = 41). 

 SA A U D SD 

 n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%) 

1. Overall, I am pleased that I participated in the 
SUCCESS program. 

18 (44) 21 (51) 2 (5) 0 (0) 0 (0) 

2. The SUCCESS program assisted me to do better 
in my assignments in this unit. 

14 (34) 20 (49) 7 (17) 0 (0) 0 (0) 

3. I am more confident about my use of academic 
language as a result of participating in SUCCESS. 

9 (22) 24 (59) 7 (17) 1 (2) 0 (0) 

4. The SUCCESS program has motivated me to 
continue to develop my academic writing skills. 

15 (37) 22 (54) 4 (10) 0 (0) 0 (0) 

5. My academic language and knowledge im-
proved as a result of participating in SUCCESS. 

14 (34) 21 (51) 6 (15) 0 (0) 0 (0) 

4.2. Student learning 

On the basis of student satisfaction, therefore, both programs could be seen as successful. The 

next issue was whether they were also successful in improving student learning, an issue which 

was examined through a quantitative comparison of assignment results in the APC unit. The co-

hort who completed APC in Semester 1, 2018 numbered 758 students, of whom 40 students also 

completed the SUCCESS program. Table 2 presents some data comparing these two groups. 

Table 2. Comparisons between marks (first draft and final draft) of SUCCESS students and those 

of the full cohort of APC students.  

 Marks 

range 

first es-

say*  

Marks 

range  

final  

essay*  

Aver-

age 

marks 

first  

essay* 

Average 

marks  

final  

essay* 

%  

increase 

Number of  

students who 

scored under 20 

for the first  

essay* 

Number 

under 20 

for the  

final  

essay* 

Num-

ber 

who 

passed 

APC 

SUCCESS students 

(n = 40) 

0–28  9–32  15.18 22.18 18% 26 (65%) 12 (30%) 36 

(90%) 

Full APC cohort  

(n = 758) 

0–36  0–40 19.04 25.28 15.5% 393 (52%) 111 (15%) 728 

(96%) 

(*marks were out of 40) 

Although the SUCCESS group was small, some observations of the quantitative data can be made. 

While the SUCCESS group started from a lower average score on the first essay, they increased 

their average mark by more than the whole cohort. This suggests the value of the SUCCESS 

tutorials. The low average of all students on the first version essay is not surprising. Academic 

essay writing requires a complex set of skills and understandings, which develops with time, de-

tailed feedback and practice. The students interviewed by Krause (2012, p. 158) commented on 

finding that university essays required much more complex research, thinking and argument de-

velopment than they had previously been accustomed to, an attitude expressed frequently by APC 

and SUCCESS students. While more than half the SUCCESS students were able to achieve a pass 

score on their final version, the number of those who passed in the whole cohort increased more 

than threefold. This suggests that while all students can improve academic writing, for some stu-

dents at risk, this improvement is slower and requires continuing input and support, ideally from 

Academic Language and Learning (ALL) specialists (Harper, 2013). 
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4.3. Student reflections 

As part of the critical reflection portfolio in APC, students were required to write a final reflection, 

thinking back over their semester’s learning, and forward to how it might apply to future studies 

and their lives after university. Following is a selection of reflections from the 40 students who 

completed the APC unit and the SUCCESS program in Semester 1, 2018. Students were de-iden-

tified and given a randomised ID number as part of the program database.  

Some students focused on what they had learned about academic writing and referencing:  

This unit helps me with writing academic style essays, referencing and general 

be able to wade through university. I find that this unit allows me to see the 

differences in essay writing that I was used to back in high school. I find that 

the academic writing style was quite different and brand new to me as well as 

the referencing, which I was familiar with as I often used APA 6th ed. (Student 

#25) 

I am also satisfied with how this unit has shaped my English skills and essay 

writing as well as my research skills. As well as this unit I have also been 

satisfied with the SUCCESS program which allowed me to develop further 

skills in essay writing and has enabled me to revisit some of the English skills 

I learnt in high school which I have since thought were useless. (Student #67) 

Studying this unit helped me change the way I should write, think and give 

credits for the work of others because during my past research, reports and 

analysis I never use to give credits of the work of others. Now onwards after 

learning through this unit I know how to cite the credit work of others and 

reference it. (Student #76) 

Within this group, some homed in on the value of redrafting for their essay writing:  

Writing the essay draft was one of my favourite aspects of this unit, because I 

was fortunate enough to receive detailed feedback from my tutor. Which 

helped me understand what I am doing wrong and what areas I lack in the 

most. (Student #64) 

Several students believed that the skills they had developed would transfer into future essay writ-

ing: 

This Academic and Professional Communications unit taught me the way of 

doing research, find out the useful and peer-reviewed articles to support my 

argument, the professional referencing style, the way of writing professional 

essay and so on. I believe that I can process these skills to each assignment 

writing in this unit and into other units, too. (Student #24) 

I am happy that this unit gave me a second chance at writing an academic 

essay, which allows me to improve on how I will do my essays in the future. 

(Student #25) 

Some reflected on developing sound learning processes that would be useful throughout their 

studies: 

So, I had some kind of negative thoughts about this unit, APC. But after I 

complete all of my assignments, I realised that this unit is very helpful to my 

study because it is not only about ‘the correct usage of English in an academic 

way’. It has also assisted me to get an idea of a standard procedure of work 

process, and as well as the way to arrange my ideas in order to express them 

clearly. (Student #31) 
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Through the systematic study of repeating the process of research, extraction, 

reflection, and finally responded from my own thesis and arguments, I believe 

this is what learning is to remember and to apply. Especially we are receiving 

a lot of fragmental information every day that they are likely to be forgotten 

soon after. The reflective thinking allows me to think an issue from different 

angles including the other’s that a better understanding surely help the com-

munication. (Student #44) 

Others wrote about less tangible areas, particularly their growth in confidence: 

It has also enabled me to feel grounded and comfortable as this unit was a 

perfect introduction to university standards, academic essay writing and ulti-

mately university life. Therefore making me feel much more confident over the 

semester with my other units… I have changed my attitude about myself as a 

student, as I have learnt that I am capable of achieving new things as I tended 

to doubt myself before I began my first year at university. I now realise that 

as a student I am capable of achieving and learning new skills and facts that 

once deemed as too advance for myself. (Student #67) 

This growth in confidence was seen as particularly important by some international students: 

I am braver than before, I am not afraid to talk to local students. The listening 

ability has improved either. At the beginning, it is hard for me to understand 

what you are talking about and I cannot move my eyes just looked at the speak-

ers’ mouths. (Student #61) 

I am also learning to express my own opinion without fear of being wrong or 

being judged. Thank you for that [tutor]. I guess my background taught me to 

be quiet, taught me that thinking differently than others is a shame and it only 

characterises me as a fool, but I don’t believe in that anymore. I totally un-

derstand now why APC is a first year unit, I feel that it gave me a good base 

for my next three years of studying. (Student #69) 

Some students were able to see their reflective thinking in a broad context: 

I very much like collaborating with different people from various cultural 

background because I know for some, they will see things differently the way 

I would and that would challenge me as a person and also my perspectives in 

life and how maybe I could adjust to such situation. That is the only way I 

know I will grow as a person, student and in discipline I am in. I like to also 

take into account people’s opinion because they may know something that I 

don’t. That way I would explore and seek for more information in order to 

gain a deeper understanding of my future job reference. (Student #22) 

From this unit and the portfolio, I have learnt how critical thinking is im-

portant on gaining our knowledge. Think outside of the box is really important 

nowadays as the rapid change of the society and technology brings us to a 

more competitive environment. In order to be outstanding among the talented 

people in this society, we need to improve our thinking and perspectives in 

different areas to create creative and innovative ideas which can eventually 

bring us to a better living. (Student #9) 

4.4. Tutor responses 

The tutors working in the APC unit come from the range of disciplines represented by the students 

themselves. While their focus is on developing students’ skills in clarity of expression, cohesion 

of argument and application of research, the range of their disciplinary backgrounds provides an 

authentic context within which students will develop these generic skills. The richness of their 
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varied backgrounds enhances the unit. Many APC tutors have commented that they greatly enjoy 

working with a new and ever-changing range of topics. Students also comment regularly on the 

breadth of perspectives they are able to gain and share by working with others from very different 

disciplines, as suggested in the reflections discussed above. 

4.5. Responses from faculty colleagues 

From the point of view of academic colleagues in the faculty, the joint program is also considered 

a success in promoting student learning and supporting retention. In 2017, as part of a faculty-

based review of the Bachelor of Arts (BA) course, discipline-based academics across the faculty 

were asked to comment on whether APC should be replaced by a focus on academic literacies 

within discipline-based units. The respondents overwhelmingly preferred the APC unit, citing its 

value as an introduction to Humanities studies, which would ensure a consistent academic foun-

dation for all students. One disciplinary colleague responded that the unit ‘does the heavy lifting, 

the foundational work that releases us to focus on the next level of academic work with our stu-

dents’. 

This range of student reflections suggests a positive response to their APC and SUCCESS studies. 

While it was not possible to provide a fully discipline-based focus in either program, students in 

this cohort saw both programs as creating a foundation on which to build their ongoing discipli-

nary studies. 

5. Conclusion 

At the university, a strong investment has been made into first-year programs in an attempt to 

provide timely academic writing support within the myriad financial and regulatory constraints 

of the current higher education environment. In the second and subsequent years, developing stu-

dents’ disciplinary discourse must be left to subject specialists in smaller, discipline-based units. 

This, however, has its own problems: the evidence is strong that these academics are neither will-

ing nor confident to develop students’ discipline-based literacies (Wingate & Tribble, 2012); nev-

ertheless, members of the university’s central Learning and Teaching unit are currently attempting 

to map this follow-up throughout all courses to ensure that discipline-specific academic literacies 

appropriate to the level and context of the relevant degree programs are sufficiently developed, 

taught and tested at key points from start to finish. This ongoing project is beyond the scope of 

the current study. 

Over the last two decades, higher education in Australia has been shaped by a range of variables. 

These include globalisation, economic drivers, and equity and diversity imperatives. As a result, 

the demographic makeup of the commencing student cohort each year is wide and varied. This 

means that for most students, adjusting to the culture of a university setting is not a passive pro-

cess. The challenges associated with this are felt mostly in the completion of written assignments 

according to a prescribed code to which many are not accustomed. For this reason, the first-year 

experience forms a critical part of the transition to higher education, and there is considerable 

emphasis in core first-year units on meeting the various compliance demands, both from the in-

dividual university and from the sector as a whole. In the current higher education environment, 

academics often find themselves juggling with programs to find a reasonable balance among com-

peting agendas. This paper describes two interlinked programs that have provided positive learn-

ing outcomes for a range of students by way of improved satisfaction and increased grades.  

References 

Arkoudis, S., Baik, C., & Richardson, S. (2012). English language in higher education: From 

entry to exit. Camberwell, Vic.: ACER. 



117 Developing academic literacies: A faculty approach to teaching first-year students 

Australian Government, Department of Education, Skills and Employment. (2020). End of year 

summary of international student data 2019. Retrieved from https://internationaleduca-

tion.gov.au/research/International-Student-Data/Documents/MONTHLY%20SUM-

MARIES/2019/December%202019%20End%20of%20year%20summary.pdf 

Babones, S., & Centre for Independent Studies (2019). The China student boom and the risks it 

poses to Australian universities (Analysis Paper 5). Retrieved from 

https://www.cis.org.au/app/uploads/2019/08/ap5-emb.pdf 

Beasley, C., & Cao, B. (2014). Thinking critically about critical thinking in the first-year experi-

ence. In H. Brook, D. Fergie, M. Maeorg, & D. Michell (Eds.), Universities in transi-

tion: Foregrounding social contexts of knowledge in the first-year experience (pp. 205–

227). Adelaide: University of Adelaide Press. 

Benzie, H. (2010). Graduating as a “native speaker”: International students and English lan-

guage proficiency in higher education. Higher Education Research & Development, 

29(4), 447-459. Retrieved from https://www-tandfonline-com.dbgw.lis.cur-

tin.edu.au/doi/full/10.1080/07294361003598824 

Berkenkotter, C., & Huckin, T.N. (1995). Genre knowledge in disciplinary communication: 

Cognition/culture/power. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Bexley, E. (2014). Fee deregulation: What does it mean for Australian higher education? The 

Conversation, May 14, 2014. Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/fee-deregula-

tion-what-does-it-mean-for-australian-higher-education-26496 

Birrell, B. (2006). Implications of low English standards among overseas students at Australian 

universities. People and Place, 14(4), 53–64. Retrieved from https://tapri.org.au/wp-

content/uploads/2016/02/v14n4_7birrell.pdf 

Birrell, B., & Edwards, D. (2009). The Bradley Review and access to higher education in Aus-

tralia. Australian Universities Review, 51(1), 4–13. 

Bradley, D., Noonan, P., Nugent, H., Scales, B., & Australian Department of Education and 

Workplace Relations. (2008). Review of Australian higher education: Final report. Re-

trieved from https://apo.org.au/node/15776 

Brookfield, S. (1987). Developing critical thinkers: Challenging adults to explore alternative 

ways of thinking and acting. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Burton-Bradley, R. (2018, November 27). Poor English, few jobs: Are Australian universities 

using international students as cash cows? ABC News. Retrieved from 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-11-25/poor-english-no-jobs-little-support-interna-

tional-students/10513590 

Chanock, K. (1994). Introduction to the conference: Disciplinary subcultures and the teaching 

of academic writing. In K. Chanock (Ed.), Integrating the teaching of academic dis-

course into courses in the disciplines. La Trobe University, Melbourne: Language and 

Academic Skills Unit, La Trobe University. 

Chanock, K. (2006). How can we handle the specificity of writing challenges that face our stu-

dents? Zeitschrift Schreiben, 1. Retrieved from https://www.zeitschrift-

schreiben.eu/2006-artikel-nach-jahrgang/ 

Christie, F. (1987). Genre as choice. In I. Reid (Ed.) The place of genre in learning: Current de-

bates (pp. 22–34). Geelong, Victoria: Deakin University Centre for Studies in Literacy 

Education. 

Clerehan, R. (2003). Transition to tertiary education in the arts and humanities: Some academic 

initiatives from Australia. Arts and Humanities in Higher Education, 2(1), 72–86. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1474022203002001007 

https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/International-Student-Data/Documents/MONTHLY%20SUMMARIES/2019/December%202019%20End%20of%20year%20summary.pdf
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/International-Student-Data/Documents/MONTHLY%20SUMMARIES/2019/December%202019%20End%20of%20year%20summary.pdf
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/research/International-Student-Data/Documents/MONTHLY%20SUMMARIES/2019/December%202019%20End%20of%20year%20summary.pdf
https://www.cis.org.au/app/uploads/2019/08/ap5-emb.pdf
https://www-tandfonline-com.dbgw.lis.curtin.edu.au/doi/full/10.1080/07294361003598824
https://www-tandfonline-com.dbgw.lis.curtin.edu.au/doi/full/10.1080/07294361003598824
https://theconversation.com/fee-deregulation-what-does-it-mean-for-australian-higher-education-26496
https://theconversation.com/fee-deregulation-what-does-it-mean-for-australian-higher-education-26496
https://tapri.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/v14n4_7birrell.pdf
https://tapri.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/v14n4_7birrell.pdf
https://apo.org.au/node/15776
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-11-25/poor-english-no-jobs-little-support-international-students/10513590
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-11-25/poor-english-no-jobs-little-support-international-students/10513590
https://www.zeitschrift-schreiben.eu/2006-artikel-nach-jahrgang/
https://www.zeitschrift-schreiben.eu/2006-artikel-nach-jahrgang/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1474022203002001007


118 P. Dooey & J. Grellier 

Devlin, M. (2013). Bridging socio-cultural incongruity: Conceptualising the success of students 

from low socio-economic status backgrounds in Australian higher education. Studies in 

Higher Education, 38(6), 939-949. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.613991 

Fenton-Smith, B., Humphreys, P., Walkinshaw, I., Michael, R., & Lobo, A. (2017). Implement-

ing a university-wide credit-bearing English language enhancement programme: Issues 

emerging from practice. Studies in Higher Education, 42(3), 463–479. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1052736  

Freedman, A., & Medway, P. (1994). Learning and teaching genre. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton 

Cook.  

Gee, J. P. (1999). An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. London: 

Routledge. 

Haggis, T. (2006). Pedagogies for diversity: Retaining critical challenge amidst fears of “dumb-

ing down”. Studies in Higher Education, 31(5), 521–535. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075070600922709 

Harper, R. (2013). From principles to practice: Implementing an English language proficiency 

model at UniSA. Journal of Academic Language and Learning, 7(2), A150–A164. Re-

trieved from https://journal.aall.org.au/index.php/jall/article/view/262 

Harris, A., & Ashton, J., (2011). Embedding and integrating language and academic skills: An 

innovative approach. Journal of Academic Language and Learning, 5(2), A73–A87. 

Retrieved from http://journal.aall.org.au/index.php/jall/article/view/158/110 

Johns, A. M. (1995). Teaching classroom and authentic genres: Initiating students into academic 

cultures and discourses. In D. Belcher, and G. Braine. (Eds.), Academic writing in a sec-

ond language: Essays on research and pedagogy (pp. 277–291). Norwood, NJ: Ablex.  

Johns, A. M. (1997). Text, role and context: Developing academic literacies. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press. 

Kift, S. (2009). Articulating a transition pedagogy to scaffold and to enhance the first year stu-

dent learning experience in Australian higher education: Final report for ALTC Fellow-

ship Program. Strawberry Hills, NSW: Australian Learning and Teaching Council. Re-

trieved from http://www.uws.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/709749/Kift_09.pdf 

Kift, S., Nelson, K., & Clarke J. (2010). Transition pedagogy: A third generation approach to 

FYE: A case study of policy and practice for the higher education sector. International 

Journal of the First Year in Higher Education, 1(1), 1–20. Retrieved from 

https://fyhejournal.com/article/view/13.html  

King, P. M., & Strohm Kitchener, K. (1994). Developing reflective judgment: Understanding 

and promoting intellectual growth and critical thinking in adolescents and adults. San 

Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Krause, K-L. (2012). The university essay writing experience: A pathway for academic integra-

tion during transition. Higher Education Research and Development, 20(2), 147–168. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07294360123586 

Lea, M. R., & Street, B.V. (1998). Student writing in higher education: An academic literacies 

approach. Studies in Higher Education, 23(2), 157–172. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079812331380364 

Lea, M. R., & Street, B.V. (1999). Writing as academic literacies: Understanding textual prac-

tices in higher education. In C. Candlin & K. Hyland (Eds.) Writing: Texts, processes, 

and practices (pp. 62–81). London: Longman. 

https://doi-org.dbgw.lis.curtin.edu.au/10.1080/03075079.2011.613991
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1052736
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075070600922709
https://journal.aall.org.au/index.php/jall/article/view/262
http://journal.aall.org.au/index.php/jall/article/view/158/110
http://www.uws.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/709749/Kift_09.pdf
https://fyhejournal.com/article/view/13.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07294360123586
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079812331380364


119 Developing academic literacies: A faculty approach to teaching first-year students 

Lea, M. R., & Stierer, B. (eds) (2000). Student writing in higher education: New contexts. Buck-

ingham, England: The Society for Research into Higher Education and Open University 

Press. 

Lillis, T., & Turner, J. (2001). Student writing in higher education: Contemporary confusion, 

traditional concerns. Teaching in Higher Education, 6(1), 57–68. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13562510020029608 

Mälkki, K. (2010). Building on Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning: Theorizing the 

challenges to reflection. Journal of Transformative Education, 8(1), 42–62. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1541344611403315 

Mezirow, J. (1998). On critical reflection. Adult Education Quarterly, 48(3), 185–198. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/074171369804800305 

McNeilage, A., & Visentin, L. (2014, November 12). Students enlist MyMaster website to write 

essays, assignments. Sydney Morning Herald. Retrieved from 

https://www.smh.com.au/education/students-enlist-mymaster-website-to-write-essays-

assignments-20141110-11k0xg.html 

Murray, N., & Muller, A. (2018). Developing academic literacy through a decentralised model 

of English language provision. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 43(10), 1348–

1362. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2018.1483015 

Murray, N., & Nallaya, S. (2016). Embedding academic literacies in university programme cur-

ricula: A case study. Studies in Higher Education, 41(7), 1296–1312. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.981150 

O’Neill, S. & Worthington, E. (2019). Cash cows. In S. Neighbour, Four Corners. Sydney, 

NSW: Australian Broadcasting Corporation.  

Rex, L. A., & McEachen, D. (1999). “If anything is odd, inappropriate, confusing, or boring, it's 

probably important”: The emergence of inclusive academic literacy through English 

classroom discussion practices. Research in the Teaching of English, 34(1), 65–129. Re-

trieved from https://search-proquest-com.dbgw.lis.cur-

tin.edu.au/docview/215369572?accountid=10382 

Street, B. (2004). Academic literacies and the “New Orders”: Implications for research and 

practice in student writing in higher education. Learning and Teaching in the Social Sci-

ences, 1(1), 9–20. http://dx.doi.org/10.1386/ltss.1.1.9/0 

Vyncke, M. (2012). The concept and practice of critical thinking in academic writing: An inves-

tigation of international students’ perceptions and writing experiences. Masters Thesis. 

King’s College, London. Retrieved from https://englishagenda.britishcoun-

cil.org/sites/default/files/filefield_paths/m_vyncke_0_1.pdf  

Watty, K. (2007). Quality in accounting education and low English standards among overseas 

students: Is there a link? People and Place, 15(1), 22-29. Retrieved from 

https://www.thefreelibrary.com/Quality+in+accounting+education+and+low+Eng-

lish+standards+among...-a0163051304 

Wingate, U. (2006). Doing away with ‘study skills’. Teaching in Higher Education, 11(4), 457–

69. 

Wingate, U., & Tribble, C. (2012). The best of both worlds? Towards an English for Academic 

Purposes/Academic Literacies writing pedagogy. Studies in Higher Education, 37(4), 

481–495. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2010.525630 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13562510020029608
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1541344611403315
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/074171369804800305
https://www.smh.com.au/education/students-enlist-mymaster-website-to-write-essays-assignments-20141110-11k0xg.html
https://www.smh.com.au/education/students-enlist-mymaster-website-to-write-essays-assignments-20141110-11k0xg.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2018.1483015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.981150
https://search-proquest-com.dbgw.lis.curtin.edu.au/docview/215369572?accountid=10382
https://search-proquest-com.dbgw.lis.curtin.edu.au/docview/215369572?accountid=10382
http://dx.doi.org/10.1386/ltss.1.1.9/0
https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/filefield_paths/m_vyncke_0_1.pdf
https://englishagenda.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/filefield_paths/m_vyncke_0_1.pdf
https://www.thefreelibrary.com/Quality+in+accounting+education+and+low+English+standards+among...-a0163051304
https://www.thefreelibrary.com/Quality+in+accounting+education+and+low+English+standards+among...-a0163051304
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2010.525630

	1. Introduction
	2. The development of the Academic and Professional Communications unit and SUCCESS program
	2.1. Building the programs
	2.2. Essay writing
	2.3. Critical reflective thinking
	2.4. The SUCCESS program

	3. Research methods and data sets
	4. Findings
	4.1. Student evaluations
	4.2. Student learning
	4.3. Student reflections
	4.4. Tutor responses
	4.5. Responses from faculty colleagues

	5. Conclusion
	References

