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Increased access to university by students with different backgrounds and capabilities from those in the past has posed, and continues to pose, dilemmas for lecturers who seek effective ways of addressing the challenge of undergraduate literacy and learning. To this end, we have been engaged on a Committee for University Teaching and Staff Development (CUTSD) funded program that we call TULIP (Tertiary Undergraduate Literacy Integration Program) which focuses on the integration of tertiary literacy within content teaching as a means of enhancing student literacy.   The broad aim of the TULIP Project was to build on collaborative and reflective teaching and learning partnerships between lecturers and students, between lecturers across two universities, and between lecturers in disparate disciplines.    The Project developed, trialed and evaluated a suite of learner-centred literacy strategies that comprise the TULIP Resource Kit which foregrounds the embeddedness of tertiary literacy within content teaching.
Introduction

Each of us is a lecturer in education, and we have long shared an interest in the beginning academic life of students, with a particular focus on the reconceptualisation of the curriculum of academic units as content, as pedagogy and as literacy. The Tertiary Undergraduate Literacy Integration Program (TULIP) enabled us to link theoretical, professional and pedagogical concerns and interests, working from our positions as educational theorists and as practitioners in the web of relationships that is the classroom. 

Objectives and Implementation of TULIP

The focus of this Project was the literacy development of students.  Through an action research process, the Project built on collaborative and reflective teaching and learning partnerships between five lecturers and 200 students from the disciplines of Education, Science, and Social Science at the University of Ballarat, and Australian Catholic University, Aquinas Campus.  The Project aimed to assist student literacy learning by integrating literacy skills within the students’ usual study program.  Selected literacy skills were developed in the process of learning the content of particular disciplines.  This Project extended on student literacy initiatives already occurring within the two universities where learning support centres, and specialist literacy subjects within courses, were instituted.  In contrast to these initiatives, this Project developed a suite of teaching/learning strategies which provided an alternative means of addressing the literacy needs of students by integrating literacy learning into discipline learning.  At the same time, knowledge of literacy and literacy teaching skills of the discipline teachers were enhanced, thus fostering literacy across multiple parts of the tertiary curriculum.

There were two phases of this Project:  Phase One involved Education lecturers, and students, from each institution;  Phase Two involved lecturers and students from the disciplinary areas of Environmental Science and Social Science from the University of Ballarat, and from the disciplinary area of Nursing at Australian Catholic University, Aquinas Campus.  The literacy teaching and learning strategies were developed initially by lecturers with expertise in literacy teaching, and then modified through collaboration between lecturers with expertise in different disciplines.  Each lecturer engaged in an action learning process with their particular group of students, centred on the literacy strategies.  The students, in undertaking the literacy activities, both practised their literacy skills, and reflected metacognitively on the processes of their literacy learning.  The literacy strategies that addressed literacy in academic cultures included vocabularies of discipline areas, approaches to organising arguments, achieving authority in texts, forms of reflective writing, and understanding features of the genres of academic texts.

Integrating literacy learning with discipline knowledge

Learning to be literate in higher education is a challenging task for many students.  According to Flower (1994), such “literate acts” are sites of “construction, tension, divergence and conflict, where social roles interact with personal images of one’s self and one’s situation” (p.19).  Flower suggests that learning in higher education is a “site of negotiation”, which is a useful way of exploring literacy learning in higher education, and one that seems especially relevant in regard to many students in their first year of tertiary learning. 

Recent literature has highlighted the initial experience of learning for first year students (Cartwright & Noone, 1998;  Dearn, 1996; McInnis, 1996; Tinto, 1993).  Frequently, this learning is viewed in deficit terms, where the literacy difficulties exhibited by students are seen to reside in the students themselves, rather than in the structures and processes of curriculum and pedagogy. A further challenge to students by those who hold a deficit view is that, in the academy, student writing has tended to be regarded as both homogenous and transferable from context to context both from outside and within the university (Lea & Stierer, 2000).  Thus students are seen to ‘lack’ so-called ‘basic’ literacy, as well as having only limited understanding of the demands of ‘academic’ literacy.   However, recent research has challenged the deficit, and ‘common sense’ view of literacy as a basic, generalisable, transferable skill, to one that focuses on an integrated approach where literacy learning in the academy is most effectively learned in conjunction with discipline content (Cartwright & Noone, 1999; Chanock, 1995; Gordon, 1998; Hinkle, 1997; McMillan, 2000; Vardi, 2000).

Teaching and Researching / Researching Teaching

The research 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.  Thus, we do not present data from students not taught using TULIP literacy practices, as this would not be consistent with an action research process based on our teaching.   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.   

According to the literature on critical theory and the critical theoretical approach to action research, it is possible for action research projects to contribute to institutional change (Hall, 1996).  In fact, according to Carr and Kemmis (1986), who draw on Habermas (1982), organisational and cultural change is an ultimate purpose of action research.   

In our work, teacher narrative (Connelly & Clandinin, 1986, 1990;  Elbaz, 1991; 

Jalongo & Isenberg, with Gerbracht, 1995) is an important part of the change process. These writers 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. Teachers’ experiences from the classroom were a feature of the Project, with extracts from discussions appearing in the TULIP Resource Kit. 

Phase One of the Project

In Phase One of the Project, we Education lecturers developed, trialed, and evaluated a series of literacy learning and teaching strategies, in an action research process of our teaching within our disciplinary units and with our students.  Each student  engaged in various literacy learning strategies as ways of learning the disciplinary knowledge in each unit.  Each student was also involved in reflective action about their own literacy learning as it occurred in the particular Education disciplines.  We adopted a mixed methodology for evaluation of students’ tertiary literacy, consisting of four processes:  (1) a checklist of literacy skills that we used to evaluate individual samples of student writing in Weeks 1 and 12 to enable comparison of individual skills and abilities and to provide a rough measure of change in skill level of the whole cohort;  (2) an evaluation grid of generic literacy skills which provided feedback to individual students for metacognitive understanding of literacy; (3) questionnaire based student self-evaluation of their literacy learning and changes in skills which they perceived to have taken place;  (4) open-ended responses by students about their literacy learning and changes in skill which they perceived;  (5) ongoing formative, informal evaluation of students’ literacy practices by each lecturer as part of their action research cycle as they used different literacy strategies within their classrooms (noted in lecturers’ professional journals).  

Checklist comparisons of students’ literacy skills

We devised a checklist of literacy skills that was based on one developed in the MASUS Project (Bonanno & Jones, 1997).  As these authors suggested, the checklist creates a literacy profile in terms of specific literacy criteria.  It is not a screening device and does not provide a simple score on which each student can be said to pass or fail.  Rather, it provides a diagnostic tool for individuals and cohorts.  The checklist consists of a set of literacy criteria categorised into four main areas that represent a spectrum of perspectives on the students’ writing, from a macro level to a micro level as follows:  (a) Structure and development of text – clear and generically appropriate to the task and its context;  (b)  Control of academic writing style – grammar that conforms to appropriate patterns of written academic English;  (c)  Grammatical correctness – correct subject/verb agreement, appropriate tense choice etc; (d)  Qualities of presentation – correct spelling, paragraphing reflecting essay structure etc.   On the basis of a sample piece of writing produced by each student at the beginning of the semester, and another produced at the end of the semester, an analysis of writing skills was undertaken using the checklist.  Each skill was evaluated from the piece of writing on the basis of a 5 point scale (4 being highly developed, 0 being not shown).  Further, by totalling all students’ points gained on each piece of writing, it was possible to calculate an average score for the cohort at the beginning, and again at the end of the semester.  It also provided a record of comparing individual change in writing skills at the beginning and end of the semester.  Below is a checklist indicating comparative figures in Week1 and Week 12 for the Education students.

Table 1: Education student cohort overall literacy rating from checklist

	
	Average score
	Percentage
	Maximum score
	Percentage

	Week 1
	37
	54.5
	68
	100

	Week 12
	48
	70.5
	68
	100


Evaluation feedback grid

In addition to the checklist and derived from the categories listed, we devised an evaluation feedback grid that expanded on the literacy criteria of the checklist.  This grid covered a range of generic skills that were judged on a continuum from ranged excellent to unsatisfactory.  Table 2 provides an extract from this grid:

Table 2: Extract from Evaluation Feedback Grid

	· Content

How thoughtfully and effectively the writer communicates  and integrates ideas and includes details to support, develop and illustrate ideas
	Ideas are insightful and well considered.  Details are significant, relevant, precise and enhance the ideas.
	Ideas are thoughtful and clear.  Details are relevant and purposeful, and they clarify the main ideas.
	Ideas are straightforward and clear.  Details are appropriate and relevant.  They are connected to main ideas but are likely to be generalised rather than specific
	Ideas are limited or over-generalised, but discernible.  Details are few and/or may be repetitive.  They are not clearly relevant and/or are only superficially related to the main idea.
	Ideas are elementary and may not be clear.  Details are scant, imprecise, and/or absent;  they may not be related to the main idea.


Students’ writing at the beginning of the semester was evaluated according to this grid, with the same grid being used at the end of the semester with the students’ final writing task.   Students were shown this preliminary evaluation at the beginning of the semester to give them an idea of their writing abilities at that time and the particular literacy aspects that needed development.   They were shown the same grid at the completion of their final writing task so that they could see what improvements had occurred.  

Uses of the checklist and evaluation grid

Overall, the checklist provided us with a cumulative measure and evaluation of the cohort at the beginning and end of the semester, and the evaluation grid provided feedback to students of their writing development over the semester. It should be noted that, while these Education students were exposed to the TULIP literacy teaching strategies in a significant proportion of their study program (that is, two out of four academic units), we cannot discount the possibility that the improvement in their literacy skills was due to some other factor, for example, what happened in the other (non-Education) half of their study program, or maturation, or social enculturation into student life.  However, we believe these alternative explanations to be unfounded:  other aspects of our evaluation strategy suggest that the students themselves, and we as their teachers, identified the TULLIP literacy teaching strategies as substantial contributors to improved literacy skills.

The checklist comparisons and the evaluation grids were used in this way only by the Education units.  In Phase Two of TULIP, the checklist and the evaluation grid acted as tools for staff development with cooperating lecturers.  Discussion with these lecturers from other disciplines about the criteria specified on the checklist and in the evaluation grid enhanced their understanding of some of the more technical aspects of literacy, which they then brought to bear, informally, in judging their students’ writing during the semester, and in essays at the end of the semester.

Students’ self-evaluation of their literacy development
The following is a brief extract from the questionnaire completed by Education students at the end of the semester.  This questionnaire asked students to evaluate their literacy learning and changes in skills which they perceived to have taken place during the semester.

   Table 3: Extract from Education students’ final evaluations of some of the    

                                                 Literacy Strategies

	
	Not at all
	A bit
	A lot
	Total

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

	a. Individual writing in class helped me to think.
	5
	5
	45
	44
	52
	51
	102
	100

	b. Individual writing in class helped me to put my ideas into words.
	3
	3
	25
	25
	74
	72
	102
	100


Extracts from students’ written comments on their literacy development

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.  The comments were obtained from written material provided by the students at the completion of the units.  Below is a sample of these comments:
It is a bit intimidating at first, but it is interesting and useful to share opinions and thoughts in writing

Having to write about the topics makes you actually think about the topic, rather than just take notes.  I think you put a bit more effort if you know someone is going to be looking at or hearing your words.

Example of literacy teaching strategy: 

WSACR- Write/share/add/confront/reconstruct

WSACR – (Write/share/add/confront/reconstruct) is a strategy that provides just one example of our focus on writing as pedagogy. With Brodkey (1987), we believe that writing is a social practice, that we use language to shape meaning, and that we write our way to understanding. The WSACR Strategy has an emphasis on critical and reflective writing, as well as encouraging students to share this writing with peers and with their teachers. 

Becoming a reflective thinker entails developing an awareness of the assumptions under which individuals 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. 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.

The WSACR 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 share and question each other’s views, 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, challenged, or reconstructed.  

In the following extracts, students explicitly made a connection between writing and confronting alternate and contradictory perspectives.

·

I really enjoyed the chance to interact with other people in the group.   

Writing and sharing helped me express my ideas and meet new people.


·
The group work in the tutes was great. It gave me heaps more confidence and knowledge,  and I felt more comfortable hearing different views, even when they were different from mine.

Finally, it is generally acknowledged that most students find the tyranny of the blank page to be overwhelming.   One of the advantages of this strategy is that it supports and encourages students to write “more”, as they explore and “tease out” their thoughts and ideas.

·

Often I didn’t think I would write much, but once we started writing and sharing our work it got easier to think of more things to write.  Sometimes I ended up with a page!

Phase Two of the Project

In this phase, lecturers from the disciplines of Environmental Science and Social Sciences at the University of Ballarat, and lecturers from the discipline of Nursing  at Australian Catholic University, Aquinas Campus, implemented the literacy strategies in their usual tutorial sessions as the content of each subject was taught. 

Given the professional development focus in this phase of TULIP, we are including brief comments from lecturers as they implemented literacy teaching strategies in their units and as they reflected on and evaluated the success or otherwise of each strategy within the context of their teaching of the discipline.  A brief selection of student comments has been included.  Lecturers’ comments have been derived from transcripts of our weekly meetings, and from their final evaluations of their involvement in the Project.

Integrating Literacy – ‘Is this how science is taught?’

A student in an Environmental Science tutorial asked “Is this how science is taught?”, referring to the emphasis on writing tasks that was occurring in the tutorial.  The question reflected her puzzlement at the difference between what she had expected to happen in tutorials in this subject and what was in fact occurring.   The Environmental Science lecturer spoke frequently in our weekly discussions, and in her journal of the hostility displayed by students in her classes. Her final journal reflection notes:

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.

For many students, thinking through writing was not part of their understanding of how tertiary learning in science should occur.  Indeed, some students experienced a sense of cognitive dissonance when they were confronted with literacy teaching strategies that were different from what they expected tertiary learning to be – that is, finding the “right answer” from a text book. 

The dissonance was less dramatic in the other participating disciplines, that is, Social Science and Nursing.  The Social Science lecturer commented:

What have I learned about teaching through literacy?   The act of writing in a formal way helps clarify understanding.   Exposure to other ideas through sharing their writing, has helped them to expand and clarify their thoughts.

One of the Nursing lecturers spoke frequently of the powerful use of journals by students in her tutorials.  As she said:

Allowing students the ‘freedom’ to respond in writing in their journals to some of the 
ethical  issues that can emerge in nursing has been a powerful learning experience for all of us.

Learning Collaboratively

Peer support for the participating lecturers became a significant aspect of the TULIP process, particularly when lecturers explored different ways of thinking about their work with colleagues from different disciplinary backgrounds.   The space for reflection on teaching provided in our weekly meetings enabled us to confront a range of issues that might otherwise be taken for granted.   For instance, we were cautious about viewing questions about teaching and learning as if they were generic, that is, as if they were independent of any particular discipline. In addition, our reflections and evaluative processes enabled us to explore not merely the “best” methods for teaching with the literacy strategies.  We found that we were concerning ourselves with questions of values and beliefs regarding teaching and learning, and placing under scrutiny, through the evaluative processes of teacher narrative, our own dilemmas in implementing the literacy strategies in our own classrooms

Final Comments from Lecturers

All lecturers involved in the second phase of TULIP commented in their final journal reflections on the benefits they derived from their involvement with the Project.   While most of their reflections centred on the evaluation of their experiences in using the literacy strategies, with the concomitant challenges and uncertainties that accompanied their use of the strategies in their classrooms, their comments on their own involvement were positive and enthusiastic.

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. 

TULIP has encouraged me to explore and use a range of teaching styles I might not have otherwise used.  As a consequence of TULIP, teaching has once again become exciting for me as I now find myself once again searching for new ways of approaching topics with which I had grown all too familiar.   I found it especially exhilarating to talk to peers about teaching and to hear what they were doing and to get ideas form what they were doing. 

The value of talking to others – sharing ideas, stories and strategies – was a constant during our discussions.   Below is a comment from one of our final discussion sessions.

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. 

Students’ comments from their final evaluations

The following is a selection of comments students made regarding some of the literacy strategies used in their tutorial/lecture sessions. 

In engineering, we rarely write in full sentences, it is usually in point form.   I found it really difficult at first, writing in my journal in sentences.   But, after a while, I could see how it helped me to remember what we had been talking about in tutorials. (Environmental Science student)

I found it helpful looking at a colleague’s answer as you get a different perspective. (Nursing student)

I don’t mind at all writing in silence in a tutorial.   It really makes you concentrate and try to get your thoughts in order before you put them down on paper.  (Social Science student)

The TULIP Resource Kit

The final version of the TULIP  Resource Kit contains a number of learner centred literacy strategies adaptable to any tertiary classroom, a brief theoretical justification for each strategy, a description of the practices and experiences of lecturers in Education, Environmental Science, Nursing and Social Science disciplines, lecturers’ stories, and a concluding section outlining the main issues raised, with suggestions for wider use of the TULIP material. An appendix includes sample tools for evaluating student literacy in teaching situations.

‘Beyond’ the TULIP Project

We have extended the teaching methods from the TULIP Project into all of our teaching.   Similarly, the participating lecturers have developed their understanding of tertiary literacy, tertiary learning and teaching and action research.  The project has made us all more confident to extend the use of the Project techniques, and to be more reflective in our teaching.      Within our own institutions, each of us has experienced the following benefits:

· acknowledgment of commonalities, and different kinds, of work practices and situations

· recognition of reciprocal and dialogical learning processes between equals with different views and values, but similar interests

· encouragement of self reflection and deeper understanding of individual's own situation because of contrast with those of others

· support to try new things and confidence to discuss 'failures'

· development of a common language with which to talk about teaching/learning across academic disciplines

· generation of energy and enthusiasm through celebration of  own and other's teaching life

· substantive discussion with colleagues, often for the first time

· multiplying the contacts into academic practice, giving a multiple ripple-effect for dissemination

Conclusion 

A major benefit of the TULIP Project has been that of working collegially across discipline boundaries, and cross-institutionally, and the insights this has provided which informs 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 such perspectives might have for our classroom teaching and research.   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.

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 students in a supportive context where they will be encouraged to explore intellectual challenges, and 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, and beyond.

.
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