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Abstract 

This aim of this thesis is to demonstrate how the research that has been 

conducted by the author, as illustrated through the publications presented, adds 

to the domain of academic support – specifically the theory and practice of 

academic support within UK higher education institutions. The core of the work 

is a series of publications, each the outcome of research studies led (in a turn-

taking approach) by the author, which present individual and cumulative insights 

set out using the metaphor of the ‘journey’. Although dominant assumptions 

(abstract objectivist approaches) around academic support claim to consider the 

importance of context and dialogue for language and support, they inevitably fail 

to do so because they see language as essentially stable and immutable.  

Through qualitative research, with research findings continually applied to 

practice through ‘reflections on action’, this thesis presents the argument that an 

acknowledgement of, and engagement with, the heart of a subject is necessary 

for successful skills support (individual subjectivist approach).  Critically 

examining subject attributes for success, and further considering the deeper 

existential bases of subjects, the thesis establishes the concept of the 

‘paradigmatic heart’ of subjects including design, nursing, business and 

computing. The psychological and ideological elements of the paradigmatic 

hearts of these subjects are explored and the value of engaging with these for 

academic support and learning purposes represents the main contribution to 

knowledge of the work. The thesis includes a critical reflection of nine 

publications in the field, which show a progression in the author’s position of 

how the support of student learning and success should be conducted through 

approaches from within an individual subjectivist paradigm The author’s 

contribution to the academic understanding of the field of individual subjectivist 

learning support is demonstrated through reflections on the publications’ 

contributions. 
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1. Introduction 

This thesis for a PhD by publication aims to retrospectively construct a body of 

work from a critical contextual perspective. For this reason, the approach and 

structure are different to those of more traditional PhD theses. Rather than a 

single in-depth investigation of a subject, this PhD by publication presents 

eight publications from within a ten-year time frame for critical evaluation 

and scrutiny. However, although eight publications are included in this thesis 

for scrutiny, nine publications are presented in total. This is because the first 

publication (Godfrey & Richards, 2006), which falls outside of the ten-year 

limit, is also included to represent the starting point of the publication 

journey. This first publication is representative of abstract objectivist (AO) 

approaches to supporting student learning, while the following eight 

publications demonstrate the evolution of the author’s thinking and how the 

research evolved and developed during the course of the research journey. 

Voloshinov (1973) observes that language can be viewed through two 

approaches: AO, or individualistic subjectivist (IS). AO approaches were most 

strongly reflected in the work of the Geneva School of Linguistics and 

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), who stated that “language, unlike 

speaking, is something we can study separately […] language is homogeneous 

[…] language is concrete” (Saussure, 1959, p. 76). Thus, language is seen as an 

entity that is concrete and that can be analysed and taught away from its 

context when working within the AO paradigm (Voloshinov, 1973). In 

contrast, IS approaches hold that “the basis of language (meaning all linguistic 

manifestations without exception) to be the individual creative act of speech. 

The source of language is the individual psyche” (Voloshinov, 1973, p. 48). 

Through this lens, language can be viewed as creative, and – akin to other 

ideological phenomena – context is key, so meaning can only be provided in 

the context of the subject itself. For example, for a nurse the word ‘empathy’ 

may be ideologically related to feelings towards their patients’ wellbeing, 
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whereas a designer may use this term in relation to finding a suitable solution 

to satisfy their clients. As Voloshinov (1973) explains: “the linguistic form […] 

exists for the speaker only in the context of specific utterances […] only in a 

specific ideological context”. Furthermore, as Bakhtin (1981, p. 293) later 

elaborated,  

All words have the "taste" of a profession, a genre, a 
tendency, a party, a particular work, a particular 
person, an age group, the day and hour. Each word 
tastes of the context and contexts in which it has 
lived, its socially charged life; all words and forms 
are populated by intentions. Contextual overtones 
are inevitable in the word.   

Thus, “language is activity, an unceasing process of creation realized in 

individual speech acts [...] As a ready-made product, as a stable system, is, so 

to speak, the inert crust, the hardened lava of language creativity” when it is 

considered as an IS entity (Voloshinov, Matejka, & Titunik, 1973, p. 48). In 

contrast, language is a “stable, immutable system of normatively identical 

linguistic forms [...]. The laws of language are the specifically linguistic laws of 

connection between linguistic signs within a given, closed linguistic system” 

when viewed through an AO lens (p. 56). Resultantly, these two contrasting 

paradigms involve very different approaches to the study and teaching of 

language in Higher Education (HE). For example, writing can be analysed and 

taught outside its context from the perspective of the AO approach, because 

it is constructed from a homogenous concrete entity, although this could not 

be attempted from an IS approach, as this would deny the individual psyche 

of the author as the creator of the text.  

The research presented here critiques approaches to learning support that 

the author argues can be seen as following the AO approach, rather than the 

IS, and it argues that these approaches have had significant influence on the 

provision of learning support for students in HE. The publications critiqued in 

this thesis contribute towards developing student learning support in HE by 
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identifying gaps in the understanding of the nature of student support when it 

is solely viewed through the AO lens. Furthermore, they demonstrate that 

there is a false assumption, or category error, that holds that practices 

congruent with the AO approach can be used to support student learning and 

create tools and materials to support student learning. Thus, the publications 

aim to critique this approach by examining the weaknesses inherent in the 

dominant AO approach; common approaches such as academic literacies (AL), 

study skills and English for Academic Purposes (EAP) are each critically 

examined and found to not meet the needs of students needing learning 

support. The focus on text is also considered as part of an AO approach 

commonly used to assess students’ readiness for study in university, with the 

International English Language Testing System (IELTS) examined as an 

example of this.  

The research findings are valuable as there has been little previous analysis 

and critique of this nature in the literature; therefore, this work contributes to 

the field of student learning and support in HE. Furthermore, this work 

highlights that there has been a lack of recognition that the dominant 

approaches to student learning and support have been heavily influenced by 

the AO paradigm. Thus, the research is important for contributing to the body 

of knowledge concerning the provision of student learning and support at 

university and for developing effective strategies for supporting learning and 

student success. While it is often assumed that students can go on to use the 

knowledge gained from study skills workshops and materials in a number of 

subject-specific settings (Jordan, 1997; Swales & Feak, 2004), or that 

centralised ‘skills’ centres can use experts to embed curriculum-integrated 

writing with linguistic techniques, such as genre analysis (Wingate, 2015), the 

research that was presented in these publications would suggest otherwise.   

The continuing research and publication of these publications has not only 

contributed to the field in terms of challenging the effectiveness of the 
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approaches that are part of the AO paradigm for student support, but this 

work has also been central to the author’s own academic practice and 

development within the IS paradigm. The publications included are presented 

through the metaphor of a journey, which illustrates the author’s 

development from a position of following an AO model of support for student 

learning and success, such as is commonly found in British universities, to that 

of an IS approach. Indeed, using the IS lens to view student support has led to 

the author questioning the tools often used to create student support 

materials, such as corpus linguistics, and approaches to student assessments, 

including IELTS. These papers have been selected as they best illustrate the 

author’s ideological journey as experienced through the research process, 

with the purpose of presenting a body of work as a contribution to the field of 

developing student learning and success. Ultimately, these findings help to 

improve our understanding of best practice when supporting students 

through study skills centre workshops, one-to-one support sessions, creating 

materials and handouts, and publishing online study skills resources, study 

books, and guides. 

1.1. Research Rhizome, and Journey  

The research journey that the publications represent could not be described as 

linear, as the approaches taken moved through several paradigmatic shifts due 

to a number of, what Fecho (2011) describes as, ‘wobbles’, which is “a calling to 

attention, a provocation to response. When something wobbles – a wheel on a 

car […] the Earth on its axis – we notice. It causes us to stare and notice” (p. 53). 

This pause and uncertainty makes us question what is happening and what we 

do, as “wobble taps us on the shoulder and induces us to ask why” (ibid.). In this 

case, the ‘wobble’ began with a meeting with a group of Chinese students and a 

separate group of direct entrant, non-traditional students (described in detail in 

Chapter 4), which drew attention to the approach being used for the provision of 

learning support for these and other students and led the author to question this 

provision.  
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This shifting research process is best illustrated in the form of a rhizome 

(Figure 1), where each set of findings can be seen to have fed into the next. 

Deleuze and Guattari (1987, p. 24) describe rhizomes in the natural world as 

ecological systems of growth. Indeed, rhizomes have no top or bottom as they 

are adaptive organisms “whose growth involves problem-solving processes in 

that they work at a local level to resolve blockages and breakdowns”. 

Similarly, Taylor & Robinson (2009, p. 194) describe rhizomes as a natural 

form or being which, in their growth and movement, can spread in any 

direction and move through levels and scales. This natural model makes it 

possible to represent the links between the projects and the development of 

the approach, discussed in section 1.2 below. Furthermore, the rhizome is a 

useful concept with which to explore the ways that the doctoral journey 

opens its participants to multiple, iterative and heterogeneous ways of 

knowing, becoming and telling. 
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Figure 1: Rhizome representation of the research journey, with details of 

publications  

Mackenzie & Ling (2009, p. 48) describe the process of undertaking a research 

study and liken it to a journey. They discuss the experience of working as 

supervisee and supervisor throughout the various stages of doctoral research 

and thesis writing by retrospectively and reflexively creating meaning and 

understanding of the journeys involved. In this case, the authors learn about 

themselves and their experiences through the process of writing about the 

research journey and using language as a “constitutive force, creating a 

particular view of reality and of the self”. However, of particular interest is 

how they describe the development of the research process, where 

“methodology emerges throughout the process” (Mackenzie & Ling 2009, p. 

49). This concept of emergent research is described by Hesse-Biber and Leavy 

(2006, p. xi) as “the logical conclusion to paradigm shifts, major developments 

in theory, and new conceptions of knowledge and the knowledge-building 

process”. Therefore, the journey metaphor is an accurate description of the 

process of arriving at this stage of a research journey: that of writing this 

thesis based on the paradigm shifts created through a number of research 

projects and publications, which have led to the current theoretical and 

professional positioning. The theoretic journey and outline are further 

described in the literature review.   

1.2. Overview of Publications 

The nine publications presented here come from an increasingly wider body 

of work (three new publications have appeared since starting this thesis and 

there are three further papers currently under review) that has been co-

authored by the author since 2006 (a comment on co-authorship is provided 

in Chapter 4 and Appendix 7.2). The research process and writing of the 

publications presented have been instrumental in the author’s development 

in relation to research and theoretical advancement and positioning. 
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The first publication presented in this thesis is Godfrey & Richards (2008), 

represented as (1) in Figure 1, which has been included here as an example of 

what the author now believes to be part of the AO paradigm that shares much 

in common with many other publications in the field (e.g. Percy & Skillen, 

2001; Trotter & Cove, 2005). The co-author was a colleague at that time and 

this publication, for a conference journal, was based on programmes and 

approaches to supporting learning that we collaborated on. The focus of this 

paper was the ‘embedded’ approach to support and learning, where study 

skills are embedded within subject disciplines. Although this publication falls 

outside the census dates, it is included as an embarkation point in terms of 

the metaphor of a research journey. 

Then, after a meeting with two separate groups of students (as described in 

Chapter 4) regarding approaches to teaching and the provision of study skills 

and learning support, the author started a research project to investigate how 

students and lecturers from different disciplines and backgrounds might 

interpret common assessment task words used in HE. The second publication 

(2) is the result of this project (Richards & Pilcher, 2014), while the third (3) is 

a book chapter focusing on researching intercultural learning (Richards & 

Pilcher, 2013). In the chapter, the authors take the research data from the 

project and consider it within the paradigm of non-traditional students and 

international students (Chinese, in this case), although the chapter was 

published before the article, hence the numbering used in Figure 1. The 

findings from the original focus groups suggest that the differences between 

the non-traditional and international students are minimal, in contrast to 

assumed cultures of learning (e.g. Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Rastall, 2006 and 

Hofstede, 1984). 

The fourth publication (4) branches off from the first three, since it represents 

a move towards a developing awareness of the existence of AO and IS 

approaches (Voloshivov, 1973). This was the result of viewing the research 
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and results from the second publication (2) through a dialogic lens (Bakhtin, 

1981). This paper was presented at a Bakhtin international conference and 

resulted in an invitation to write an article for the Dialogic Pedagogy Journal 

(DPJ). The conference attendance and the process of writing for the journal 

allowed for significant and meaningful dialogue with a number of 

international academics in the field and led to the development of the idea of 

dialogues of non-discovery in teaching and learning. 

One of the presenters and researchers at the Bakhtin conference was a 

Korean-Australian academic, whose interests included the impact of language 

and culture on learning and the trend in non-English-speaking countries of 

providing native students with lessons using English as a medium of 

instruction (EMI). This led to a research collaboration and an invitation to 

write a chapter in a book intended for new lecturers in HE in South Korea, 

which is intended as a guide and academic reference for EMI practice 

(Richards and Pilcher, 2017). This also led to a reconsideration of what exactly 

‘English’ is, and, in particular, whether there is truly a monolingual English, a 

theme pursued in the fifth publication (5) (Pilcher & Richards, 2015), an 

invited chapter in a book that investigates English language education in a 

global world. 

The consideration of ‘English’ in academic learning and support (5) led to a 

new research project involving interviews and focus groups with academics 

from four different subject disciplines. Thus, publication (7) argues that “the 

specific subject ‘context’ is fundamentally linked with the ‘English’ used within 

it” (Pilcher & Richards, 2016). This was a direct link in terms of a journey from 

publication (5), but it was published after the publication of the sixth paper 

(6). The argument presented in (7) is that if students are not being taught 

English in the context of their subject, the language they shall need to use will 

be different, and, therefore, the preparation and support needs to be 

undertaken in the subject area itself. This is a highly significant finding as it 
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leads towards the development of an understanding of the importance of the 

IS paradigm. 

Publication (6) (Richards and Pilcher, 2016) explores the use of tools, such as 

corpus linguistics, in AL and EAP to develop materials to support students at 

university. This publication stands alone in figure 1, as its title directly refers 

to the IS approach and it represents a significant stage in the journey 

metaphor. This research develops further the concepts of the IS and AO 

approaches when supporting student learning and when developing 

materials.  

Publication (8) (Richards & Pilcher, 2017) continues the development of the IS 

approach by considering AL and how there is too great a focus on the written 

word within AL practice. This research suggests that writing is just one facet 

that is required within the diversity of disciplines and that different subject 

areas use similar words in very different ways, often with differing 

underpinning psychological elements and approaches to teaching and 

assessment.  

Publication (9) (Pilcher and Richards, 2017) is the final publication included as 

part of this thesis and it challenges the effectiveness of testing for 

international students (IELTS, in this case) and identifies that this practice is 

aligned to the AO approach, which removes language from its subject-

discipline context. This research considers the ‘English’ required in different 

subjects and the thinking underpinning it, presenting the results around three 

themes: how English is specific to subject content; how the English used in 

different subjects is underpinned by unique ideological and psychological 

elements; and how the non-textual elements of different subjects are 

intertwined with their own English. The results illustrate a need to challenge 

the ‘power’ invested in IELTS, and why determining English preparedness is 

best undertaken within the subject context (Pilcher & Richards, 2017). 
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The bottom branches of the rhizome diagram in Figure 1 represent the 

continuation of the author’s research and dialogic journey, with a number of 

other papers and chapters in the process of being written, or already out for 

review. Since writing this thesis, other papers have been accepted and are 

due for publication shortly, for example in the IATEFL English for Specific 

Purposes (ESP) Special Interest Group journal (ESP SIG Journal, 46). 

1.3. Aims and Objectives 

The aims and objectives of this thesis are to demonstrate the author’s 

understanding and contribution to knowledge in the area of supporting 

student learning and to define and contextualise the contribution made in the 

field. This is done through the development of an illustration of how the 

research journey has developed and contributed towards the author’s 

evolving understanding of the conceptual, theoretical and learning approach 

practices through: 

1) Critical reflection on the literature, including the over-arching 

paradigms of AO and IS approaches 

2) Evaluation of student learning support practices in the UK  

3) Contextualisation and substantiation of methodological approaches 

deployed in the work  

4) Synthesis of the contribution made in the area of study  

5) Assessment of the contribution to knowledge   

1.4. Overview and Structure 

In order to provide a framework for the critical analysis of the publications 

and the contributions they make, Chapter 2 considers theory from the 

perspective of developing learning support approaches to provide a 

conceptual background for examining the area and the publications. A 
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number of perspectives are considered, including the development of 

approaches to supporting student learning historically and institutionally such 

as:  development of the ‘skills agenda’ (Leggett, Kinnear, Boyce & Bennett, 

2004; Williams, 2005); theoretical underpinnings of various approaches to 

supporting student learning and success such as skills development and 

scaffolding (Miller, 1998), academic ‘apprenticeship’ (Wenger, 1998), 

academic discourse (Griffin, 2007) and discourse markers (Swales, 1990); AL, 

discourse and dialogism; and linguistic perspectives. This leads to a discussion 

of Bakhtin’s (1982) dialogic theories and Voloshinov’s (1973) focus on context, 

and the proposal based on these generic models of AO and IS approaches to 

student learning and support. 

The theory of AO and IS paradigms  to language and learning support are 

useful in considering the existing approaches to supporting student learning 

and success that are seen to have started from the concept of students being 

able to absorb the required skills, by a process of ‘osmosis’ (Chapple & Tolley, 

2000; Johnston, 2003; Skillen et al., 1998), throughout their education or 

through learning centres’ generic study skills workshops and materials, or 

from study skills classes taught in the subject curriculum through an 

embedded approach. This is followed by a consideration of the institutional 

discourses on study skills (Court (2004), for example) and how this tends to 

focus on the development of textually-mediated skills provision, which holds 

that it is necessary to identify these study skills as part of a set of core skills to 

be supported through generic and embedded courses and the provision of 

materials (Bridges, 1993).  The Chapter continues with a review of the 

theories and approaches that focus on the development of materials to 

support study skills, such as corpus linguistics (Hyland, 2008; McEnery & 

Hardie, 2012), AL (Lillis & Scott, 2007; Lea & Street, 1998), EAP (Wingate, 

2012) and, finally, the subject-specific nature of the specific ‘English’ unique 

to individual subjects. 
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Following the literature review, in Chapter 3 the overall research stance is 

presented through consideration of research methodologies and an 

introduction to the range of research techniques and approaches used in the 

research projects from which the publications evolved. The underlying 

interpretive perspective comes from a qualitative paradigm that informs 

ontological positions, epistemology and axiology. According to Bryman (2008), 

qualitative paradigms offer the researcher the opportunity to develop an 

idiographic understanding of participants living with a particular condition or 

be in a particular situation and what this means for them within their social 

reality. The methodologies applied in the research process are contextualised 

as the data sets utilised for each research project are presented. As this is a 

PhD by publication, the research projects were developed and used for 

specific publications and developed over time. The original research project 

was grounded in a constructivist paradigm and the other projects developed 

from this and took elements from alternative enquiry paradigms. 

Four research projects (leading to the creation of four data sets) were used to 

inform the publications included in this thesis, and the methods and 

approaches used to gather data were qualitative and interpretive. The 

interpretivist approach is based on naturalistic approaches to data collection, 

such as interviews and focus groups (Biggerstaff &Thompson, 2008 p. 4). The 

data collection details for the research projects are presented in Table 2 and 

the research approaches for each publication are set out in Table 3, which 

gives an overview of each publication’s research approach, theoretical 

standpoint and contribution to theory/understanding.  The methodological 

and philosophical process is outlined in order to consider the ‘methods 

landscape’ of the publications. This is done by considering the research 

paradigm (qualitative) informing the ontological positions, epistemology and 

axiology. The Chapter also considers how an extended research programme 

supports and enables theoretical development and paradigmatic 

development over time.  
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In Chapter 4, the individual publications are critically appraised in order to 

highlight their contribution to the thesis. The Chapter establishes the specific 

contribution of the author in the context of joint authorship, showing how the 

process of collaboration is important in developing a dialogue of discovery 

within the research and writing. The publications are considered in the order 

shown in Figure 1 and are critiqued under three main headings: ‘Background 

and Research Approach’ considers the original ideas or events leading to the 

publication and the research approach taken; ‘Theoretical Start Point’ 

assesses the theories and previous research that provided the foundation for 

each publication; and ‘Contribution to Theory and Understanding’ establishes 

practical and theoretical outcomes of value to the academic and practitioner 

community for each publication. 

Finally, the conclusion in Chapter 5 returns to the aims and objectives stated 

in the introduction and offers a final appraisal of how each of these have been 

met by demonstrating the ways in which the thesis has contributed to an 

understanding of the academic field of student learning and support. The key 

threads found in the literature are also summarised and further research 

opportunities are highlighted. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Introduction 

Since the year 2000, there has been significant interest in developing and 

supporting student learning in Higher Education Institutions (HEI). A report by 

the Scottish Funding Council on widening opportunities recognised the skills 

gap for students moving from further education to HE (Dundas, Maclennan, & 

Musselbrook, 2000). One result of this has been the establishment of learning 

support positions in universities with the aim of addressing a ‘skills deficit’ by 

increasing the support for lifelong learning, non-traditional students, 

international students and students transitioning to HEIs from schools and 

colleges. However, Leggett, Kinnear, Boyce & Bennett (2004, p. 298) show 

that universities responded to the challenge of the ‘skills agenda’ or ‘deficit’ in 

a variety of ways. This response to the challenge can be seen in the early 

2000s, when many institutions first started to introduce skills development 

sessions or units providing centralised and generic study skills, ranging in size 

from introductory lectures to skills workshops. After this, there was a move 

from the centralised, generic provision of study skills drop-ins and materials 

towards teaching these skills in study skills lectures and courses. However, 

these still taught the skills removed from context, rather than teaching them 

within the subjects themselves, and were, therefore, technically developed 

from what the author now considers as AO approaches. For example, it could 

be argued that this focus on written text neglects the importance of context 

(Bakhtin, 1981, 1986) and dialogue (Bakhtin, 1981) within language and 

learning support.  

The following review of literature considers the research domain surrounding 

the development of types of student skills and academic support paradigms 

within HE. Theories relating to the development of student language and 

learning, including Bakhtin’s (1982) process of dialogue, are examined first. 
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The review then focuses specifically on the work of Voloshinov (1973) in 

relation to the development of the AO and IS approaches to language. Next, 

the institutional discourse on student skills is discussed, followed by 

approaches to supporting student skill acquisition, including specifically: 

corpus linguistics, AL, EAP, and a consideration of what constitutes the actual 

‘English’ used in subject disciplines. These approaches are selected for 

inclusion in the literature review as they are common practices used in 

supporting student learning in HE. In this chapter, a critical reflection on the 

literature is conducted in order to develop a theoretical framework for better 

understanding the field of student learning support and how this has 

developed. This review provides conceptual background and support for the 

presentation of the research methodologies and the contribution of the 

publications to the field of learning support. 

2.2. Development of Approaches to Learning Support 

Before the introduction of dedicated learning support staff, a number of 

concerns were raised about the ability of some students to understand key 

academic discourses, such as the task words used in assessment questions. 

Williams (2005, p. 169) notes that, in order to overcome these differences, 

lecturers in subject disciplines had “developed handouts that explain[ed] what 

common assessment verbs mean”. These handouts were intended as a 

response to the problem highlighted by Miller, Imrie, & Cox, (1998, p. 105), 

that “many of the words have different meanings when used in other 

contexts”. Dictionary definitions neutralise words, as their real meaning and 

expression “does not inhere in the word itself. It originates at the point of 

contact between the word and actual reality, under the conditions of that real 

situation articulated by the individual utterance” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 88). Thus, 

context is key, for, as Voloshinov (cited in Morris, 1994, p. 33) also notes, “the 

linguistic form […] exists for the speaker only in the context of specific 

utterances […] only in a specific ideological context”. 
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Therefore, to explore the differences in the specific meanings of words in 

varying academic contexts, Williams (2005, p. 170) indicates the need for 

“apprenticed, scaffolded participation”, requiring more detailed dialogue 

between staff and students – a point that was also made by Miller et al. 

(1998). Theoretically, language has a number of rules, meaning that it can be 

likened to a game, both linguistically (Saussure, 1959) and philosophically 

(Wittgenstein, 1953). The key point Wittgenstein makes is that it is necessary 

to know the rules of a game, or language, in order to play it successfully. 

Borges (1979, p. 33) argues that we might not understand words in the same 

way as others in a dialogue, as words are symbols with assumed, shared 

memory and one’s assumed memory can be different from those one is 

communicating with, or the language may have changed. Therefore, problems 

inevitably occur when discourse is removed from its context to create classes, 

materials, word lists and so on to support student learning. 

Bakhtin (1982) suggests that the dialogic process has many theoretical and 

practical justifications. Theoretically, it is likely that both international 

students and non-traditional students will come from a background that had 

its own specific method, or ‘ethnography’, of communication (Hymes, 1964; 

Saville-Troike, 2003). Yet these students may be joining a cohort in which 

many existing members have had the benefit of an ‘apprenticeship’ (in their 

schools, for example) in the language and discourse specific to the discipline 

and the institution they now study within (Saussure, 1959; Wenger, 1998), 

which provides them with a distinct advantage. Those who take a traditional 

route to HE may have greater knowledge and experience of the language and 

discourse of HE, allowing them a smoother transition, while those who take 

non-traditional routes, such as direct-entry and/or international students, 

may have had very different experiences. 

The process of dialogue, or ‘dialogism’ (Bakhtin, 1982; Marková & Linell, 

2006), advocates that understandings of words are negotiated between users 
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in a social constructivist process that ‘scaffolds’ (Donato, 1994; Wood, Bruner, 

& Ross, 1976) learning in a conversational framework (Laurillard, 2012). It is 

within this framework that teachers communicate, model and practice 

understandings of words (Laurillard, 2012). This allows them to help learners 

in a face-to-face context (Palincsar, 1998), and within their Vygotskian zone of 

proximal development, namely, “the distance between the actual 

development level as determined by independent problem solving and the 

level of potential development as determined through problem solving under 

adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, 

p. 86). This process helps students to understand the ‘rules of the game’ and 

to gain the necessary apprenticeship and essential confidence they need to 

succeed (Griffin, 2007; Yorke, 2003). For students from diverse backgrounds, 

this can be empowering (Cummins, 1986), especially if the specific type of 

social constructivist approach adopted is a diverse one (as opposed to a 

mainstream one), where the ethnicity, primary language and social class of a 

diverse body of students are harnessed (Au, 1998).  

Such a process also assumes that words can never be considered ‘complete’, 

‘finished’ or ‘set’, as meanings continually change over time (Bakhtin, 1982; 

Brooks & Brooks, 1993; Saussure, 1959), take time to acquire (Laurillard, 

1997), and form a part of a language that is a social artefact (Schwandt, 1994). 

Practically, the concept of dialogism has been drawn upon in the area of AL 

(e.g. Lillis, 2003), as well as in disciplines such as strategic management 

(Vaara, 2010) and psychology (Grossen & Salazar Orvig, 2011), and, as shown 

above, by Williams (2005) in the field of pedagogy. Dialogue is also an integral 

element of social constructivist approaches to helping students understand 

assessment processes (Rust et al. 2005) and marking criteria (Hendry, 

Bromberger, & Armstrong, 2011). These various examples in the literature, 

amongst others, show how essential it is that such a process occurs within a 

discipline-specific context. 
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In terms of language and learning support, examples of the importance of 

understanding words in context can be seen in approaches to EAP and study 

skills – such as identifying key words, assessment task words and subject-

specific language for research purposes and teaching, or for creating study 

guides and glossaries for students. The learning support provided in HE 

includes centralised learning support for home and international students 

with a focus on generic classes, bridging and other pre-entry programmes and 

centrally provided learning support, drop-ins and materials provided during 

term time; this could be considered as an institutional approach to supporting 

student learning. The belief is that the student, having obtained these skills, 

will be able to apply them to different academic settings regardless of their 

individual discipline. Indeed, much research into linguistics and language is 

also based on this assumption – for example, corpus linguistics deals with 

huge bodies of separated text that is fed into computers to produce frequency 

lists (e.g. McEnery and Hardie, 2011), while genre analysis examines 

separated text (usually written, occasionally oral) for key discourse markers 

and linguistic moves (Swales, 1990).  

Dr Samuel Johnson (1709-1784) was one of the first to attempt to compile a 

comprehensive dictionary of the English language (Mullan, 2010). However, 

although he had “set out to fix our language” (Mullan, 2010, p. 3), spending 

nine years on this task, he found this was impossible due to language’s lively 

mutability (Hitchings, 2006). In the contemporary era, Borges (1979, p. 33), an 

Argentinian writer and poet, approached this problem from a literary 

perspective, suggesting that “words are symbols that assume a shared 

memory”. Suggesting that one person’s shared memory of a word or words 

may not be the same memory as that of another can impact on how each 

person interprets and reacts to the same word. In an academic context, a 

common academic assessment task word like ‘discuss’ refers to a number of 

quite complex and differing concepts. However, students will have their own 

individual understandings of this term, gained from their own experiences and 
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committed to memory, and may assume that other people are using it in the 

same way. Therefore, a lecturer may be faced with students from many 

different educational systems who may use the word ‘discuss’, or other 

common terms like ‘evaluate’, differently than expected. 

Indeed, students are likely to perceive certain terms differently from their 

teachers due to their familiarity with differing contexts (Nelson, 1990, 1995; 

Lillis, 2003; Williams, 2005; Scaife & Wellington, 2010). This is applicable to 

international students (Horowitz, 1986) as much as it is to non-traditional 

students or students who enter directly from school (Lillis, 2003). Many 

factors can impact on students’ understanding of key terms, including their 

native language and socio-economic background (Corson, 1997), as well as 

more specific factors, such as their subject discipline, timing, stake-holder 

(student or teacher), subject year level, assessment question weight, and 

psychological and philosophical factors (Richards & Pilcher, 2013). In other 

words, students’ individual understandings will be based upon their different 

backgrounds and assumed shared memories (cf. Borges et al., 1979). 

In 1929, Voloshinov published ‘Marxism and the philosophy of language’, in 

which he argued that two key trends can be identified in linguistic thought: 

AO approaches to language and IS approaches to language. The former is 

grounded in the idea that language is objective and can be detached for 

analysis and teaching, whereas the latter is grounded in the idea that 

language is subjective and individual (see table 1). Furthermore, Voloshinov1  

later argued that the assumption that words can be removed from their 

context is one grounded in an AO view of language that regards it as stable 

and immutable, that is as a “system of normatively identical forms which the 

individual consciousness finds ready-made and which is incontestable for that 

consciousness” (Voloshinov, 1973, p. 57).  

                                                      
1 The name Voloshinov is used throughout thesis, although I acknowledge that the author of 
some of the works ascribed to Voloshinov may in fact be Mikhail Bakhtin (Morris, 1994). 
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Abstract objectivist approaches Individual subjectivist approaches 

1. Language is a stable, immutable system 

of normatively identical linguistic forms 

that the individual consciousness finds 

ready-made and which is incontestable for 

that consciousness. – i.e. words form a 

scientific system to study and count with 

one or more stable meaning, even if from 

different places. 

1. Language is activity, an unceasing 

process of creation (energeia) realised in 

individual speech acts – i.e. words are 

individual, unique to context, and cannot 

be removed for objective study. 

2. The laws of language are the specifically 

linguistic laws of connection between 

linguistic signs within a given, closed 

linguistic system. These laws are objective 

with respect to any subjective 

consciousness – i.e. individuals use words 

according to a closed objective system, thus 

words represent equal items. 

2. The laws of language creativity are 

the laws of individual psychology – i.e. 

words are used individually, their 

meaning is unique to each individual and 

they do not represent equal items in a 

system. 

3. Specifically linguistic connections have 

nothing in common with ideological values 

(artistic, cognitive, or other). Language 

phenomena are not grounded in ideological 

motives. No connection of a kind natural 

and comprehensible to the consciousness, 

or of an artistic kind, is obtained between 

the word and its meaning – i.e. language is 

neutral, objective and can be scientifically 

studied. 

3. Creativity of language is meaningful 

creativity, analogous to creative art – i.e. 

language is individual and subjective, 

and used in a unique creative way by 

individuals at the time of usage. 

4. Individual acts of speaking are, from the 

viewpoint of language, merely fortuitous 

refractions and variations or plain and 

simple distortions of normatively identical 

forms; but precisely these acts of individual 

discourse explain the historical 

changeability of linguistic forms, a 

changeability in itself, from the standpoint 

of the language system that is irrational and 

senseless. There is no connection, no 

sharing of motives, between the system of 

language and its history. They are alien to 

one another – i.e. individual variations are 

anomalies or errors in individual usage of 

the objective system, only important when 

embedded in diachronic variation over 

time. 

4. Language as a ready-made product 

(ergon), as a stable system (lexicon, 

grammar, phonetics), is, so to speak, the 

inert crust, the hardened lava of 

language creativity, of which linguistics 

makes an abstract construct in the 

interests of the practical teaching of 

language as a ready-made instrument – 

i.e. words can be counted and accorded 

importance by frequency. However, this 

is not possible as words only represent a 

hardened crust or layer with a great 

depth of potential meaning beneath. 
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Table 1. Abstract objectivist and individual subjectivist approaches to language 

based on Voloshinov (1973)         

Arguably, Voloshinov’s view of language could be considered as paradigmatic 

(cf. Kuhn, 1970) as it represents frames for viewing language, or even 

ontological (cf. Lafford, 2007) in that it views language as being emic 

(subjective or insider accounts) and individual, rather than as etic (objective or 

outsider accounts) and structural. In other words, such views will underpin 

how certain fields or methods regard language and view how it can be 

analysed and taught. From an IS view of language, language must be taught 

through dialogue within its context of use, as the meaning and usage of the 

language is individual and underpinned by creative ideological and 

psychological elements.  

For Voloshinov (1973), consciousness is constituted by language, and it is 

through dialogue (or dialogicality, according to Bakhtin (2010)) between users 

of the language that expression of conscious thought and action is 

constituted. This gives an individual, subjective malleable quality to language 

and it is exactly this quality of language, its flexibility and chameleon-like 

nature, that makes it useful: “what is important for the speaker about a 

linguistic form is not that it is a stable and always self-equivalent signal, but 

that it is an always changeable and adaptable sign” (Voloshinov, cited in 

Morris, 2009, p. 33). Bakhtin (1986, p.88) also states that:  

We hear those words only in particular individual 
utterances, we read them in particular individual 
works, and in such cases the words already have not 
only a typical, but also (depending on the genre) a 
more or less clearly reflected individual expression, 
which is determined by the unrepeatable individual 
context of the utterance.  

Thus, the removal of task words and subject-specific terms from their context 

for study skills provision and the creation of glossaries and lists creates 
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conditions that may lend themselves to what the author now considers to be 

AO approaches in supporting student learning in HE. This paradigm may be 

further entrenched through institutional discourses on student skill 

development. 

2.3. Institutional Discourse on Student Skills 

Since devolution in Scotland in 1999, the Scottish Executive (and then the 

Scottish Government) has conducted a significant number of enquiries, 

reports and consultations to address the lifelong learning and skills gap 

agenda (Court, 2004, p. 157). The Cubie Report (1999) promoted access to HE 

and since then an increasing number of students have entered universities 

from non-traditional, under-represented and disadvantaged groups (Court, 

2004; Johnston, Knox, & MacLeod, 2005; McNicol, 2004). In 2000, the Scottish 

Higher Education Funding Council (SHEFC) established the widening access 

premium (WAP), which rewarded universities that attracted students from 

non-traditional backgrounds on the basis of numbers. A review in 2001 

supported the view that access to HE should be expanded, a culture of lifelong 

learning encouraged, and it recognised that research leads to economic 

success (Forum for the Advancement of Continuing Education (FACE), 2003). 

Lillis & Scott, (2007, p. 7) argue that the emergence of the study skills and life-

long learning domain was a response to deficit discourses in the context of an 

expanding HE system. 

Authors (Johnston, 2003; Johnston et al., 2005; Trotter & Cove, 2005) tend to 

focus on groups of students with the assumption that they will all be different. 

Study skills and AL tend to discuss ‘home’, ‘non-traditional’ or ‘direct-entry’ 

students, with several authors highlighting the gulf between college and 

university. It has been proposed that college students entering university may 

struggle due to their lack of familiarity with conventions and the discourse 

they encounter in their specific discipline (e.g., Chapple & Tolley, 2000; 

Johnston, 2003; Skillen et al., 1999).  Furthermore, according to Lillis & Scott 
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(2007), subject-discipline staff may not always clearly articulate what they 

expect students to know or do.  For some students, there may be a general 

lack of familiarity about learning at a HE level, but bridging courses, generic 

study skills centres, workshops and support are assumed to be able to bridge 

this gap through the acquisition of transferrable skills. These study skills have 

been considered a part of the necessary core skills for successful study 

(Bridges, 1993), which suggests that they can be clearly identified and 

explicitly taught to support student success. The removal of these skills from 

context for teaching them (study skills, AL and EAP, for example), creates the 

impression of them being “almost as a curriculum in their own right” (Bridges, 

1993, p. 44.).  

2.4. Approaches to Supporting Student Skill Acquisition 

A number of models of support have been discussed in the literature 

including: osmosis (where students are expected to gain skills by being 

exposed to them, e.g, Chapple & Tolley, 2000; Johnston, 2003; Skillen et al., 

1998), generic academic support (often characterised in universities by the 

establishment of a ‘learning centre’ set up in acknowledgement that new 

students are often not prepared for study, see Skillen et al., 1998, p. 3), and 

remedial programmes that can be integrated or embedded, (which may use 

credit-bearing modules that are generic, or can be linked to a subject 

discipline (ibid.). An embedded model differs from others in that the relevant 

academic skills are taught within the subject discipline and embedded in the 

curriculum (e.g. Skillen, Merten, Trivett, & Percy, 1998). Study skills and AL 

approaches allow for the creation of study skills materials to be used by 

students in various academic contexts, but mostly with a focus on text-based 

settings, such as academic writing, perhaps implying that most required skills 

are textually mediated. These study skills workshops, support and materials 

are assumed to be able to objectively abstract key terms and skills from the 

context of their subject meaning (Volshinov, 1973). However, Hyland & 

Johnson (1998, p. 164) suggest that: 
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If key skills are meant to pick out general, 
transferable skills which are domain-independent 
(and clearly such wide-ranging applicability is exactly 
what much skill-talk is wanting to prescribe) then 
such skills can be shown — on both logical and 
empirical grounds—to be entirely illusory.  

Within the areas of skill development and support there are a number of 

approaches used to gather key terms and abstract these for analysis apart from 

the context of the subject discipline. One approach commonly used in EAP, for 

example, is corpus linguistics. 

2.4.1. Corpus Linguistics 

Corpus linguistics is one method (cf. McEnery & Hardie, 2012) or research 

field (Andor, 2004) whereby a corpus of texts is gathered for linguistic 

analysis, from which lists can be created to support the development of 

materials and teaching in EAP. McEnery & Hardie (2012, p. 1) define it 

generally “as dealing with some set of machine-readable texts which is 

deemed an appropriate basis on which to study a specific set of research 

questions”. This approach is used extensively in EAP to create lists of words or 

lexical bundles (Campoy, Cubillo, Belles-Fortuno, & Gea-Valor, 2010) for 

general (West, 1953), academic (e.g. Coxhead, 2000, McCarthy & O’Dell, 

2008; Gardner & Nesi, 2013), and specific language learning purposes (Lee & 

Swales, 2006, Hyland, 2008; Cheng, 2010). An example of this approach is 

when a learning and language adviser is approached by a subject lecturer and 

asked to support students who are completing assessments, perhaps because 

the students are misunderstanding the task words and/or academic 

vocabulary required. In this case, the learning and language adviser might ask 

subject lecturers for texts related to the assessments, as well as coursework 

descriptors and other supporting documentation, in order to create lists of 

the relevant academic terms to support student learning.  

The premise that one can remove text or materials from the context of the 

subject discipline is one that can be understood from an AO perspective, 
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which suggests that these different discourses, terms and texts are part of a 

fixed system, or skills set, that can be abstracted, taught and learned. 

Nonetheless, it can be argued that these discourses, terms and texts are not 

fixed and that individual elements cannot be removed from the context of 

subject.  Furthermore, this approach focuses primarily on text extracted from 

assessments, coursework descriptors, articles and so on, suggesting that 

“experience of the human world is largely a textually-mediated experience, 

and, to that extent, human beings live in a textually mediated world” 

(McEnery & Hardie, 2012, p. 230). This suggests that text is the main element 

for communication in assessments, language is stable and immutable, and 

that it can be removed from its original contexts for the purposes of objective 

study. However, text-based skills are just one element of a range of subject-

specific skills required for student success. 

2.4.2. Academic Literacies 

AL research is supported by a lively and growing “industry” of journals and 

conferences, according to Lillis & Scott (2007, p. 6) and Coleman (2016). While 

AL undoubtedly involves the consideration of social aspects, elements of 

power and even occasionally of visual elements, all such elements are 

accessed through the text, i.e. the language is assumed removable and 

analysable outside its context (Lea and Street, 1998). Thus, an AL approach to 

supporting and developing student learning is focused on the written text: 

“Literacy Studies provides a paradigm which is essential in the study of 

contemporary language use and how it is changing in the textually mediated 

social world we inhabit” (Barton, 2001, p. 101). The methodological approach 

within AL is to use the gathered data as the basis of a textual analysis to 

explore and reveal socio-economic, socio-cultural, critical-discourse 

perspectives. When it does draw on other methods, such as the visual 

materials (Adams, 2016) or interviews (Tuck, 2016), these are most often used 

to shed light on how written text is produced. Thus, even when these other 

non-textually based elements are seen to be key to student success, they are 
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too often paid less attention than the production of written text (Coleman, 

2016). 

Fundamentally, the AL approach “enables the discussion to move beyond 

both the traditional formulations of both sociolinguistics and 

psycholinguistics” (Barton, 2001, p. 98), and is, thus, not a study of the 

language itself, but rather “the study of texts and practices” (Barton 2001, p. 

101). For example, the differences in evaluation criteria across different 

disciplines is something that has been noted generally (Rust, O’Donovan & 

Price 2005) and also more specifically – for example, in relation to nursing 

(Gimenez, 2008). In AL research, Lillis and Scott (2007, p. 11) note that “the 

principal empirical methodology inherent in an ideological model of literacy is 

that of ethnography, involving both observation of the practices surrounding 

the production of texts– as well as participants’ perspectives on the texts and 

practices”. Although it has been acknowledged that AL do not just focus on 

assessing writing alone (Lea, 2004, p. 739), it is clear that the main concern is 

most often on activities and materials that are intended to help improve 

writing skills (e.g. Coleman, 2016). Hence, even though AL consider elements 

outside the text, this is done to help show how these elements work 

“surrounding the production of texts” (Lillis and Scott, 2007, p. 11). In an HE 

context, the meanings of words are linked to the language used in a particular 

discipline, what that language means for the speaker, and the world setting, 

or discipline, that the word is a part of (Wittgenstein, 1953).  

The embedding of the AL approach has been noted to help “contribute to 

improved student participation” (Thies 2012, p. 16) and it can help with 

elements that discipline lecturers cannot. A key theme to such approaches is 

the need to embed AL practices in the subject areas to allow for “explicit 

development of Academic Literacies […] within timetabled classes” (Hillege et 

al., 2014, p. 687). For example, “it is common to attribute students’ difficulties 

with reading to poor study habits, lack of effort, general ignorance, and/or 
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inadequate vocabulary, none of which a discipline lecturer can hope to do 

anything about” (Chanock et al., 2012). Therefore, AL are said to play a key 

role in disciplines by helping students understand the written texts, thus 

making the tacit explicit (Jacobs, 2007). Additionally, there is the importance 

of creating spaces for “the collaboration of AL practitioners and disciplinary 

specialists, to facilitate the embedding of AL teaching into disciplines of study” 

(Jacobs, 2005, p. 475). While key skills can be either integrated, and, thus, 

domain or programme-dependent, or free-standing and generalisable, they 

cannot be both at the same time (Hyland & Johnson, 1998 p. 168). 

Thus, studying texts and embedding AL in subject disciplines helps students to 

succeed. Indeed, AL have made a significant contribution to helping students 

produce written text. However, it can be argued that it is not enough to study 

a word solely for the purposes of written text production, as text and the 

written word need to be considered within the wider subject context by 

exploring the role of elements such as speaking, listening, reading, and writing 

together. By the same token, certain key elements cannot be revealed 

through a written-text based or a written-text focused approach. By studying 

texts, or elements or modalities, solely for how they inform text production, 

AL are in danger of losing what Kelly (1963, p. 80) calls “permeability”, that is 

the “particular kind of plasticity […] the capacity to embrace new elements”. 

2.4.3. English for Academic Purposes 

EAP developed as an approach designed to help students by considering 

English as a linguistically analysable and deliverable objectivised entity. The 

EAP focus is a linguistic one of genre, corpora or systemic functional 

linguistics, i.e. the thinking and ‘academic purpose’ of EAP’s ‘English’ is for EAP 

rather than particular subject disciplines. For EAP courses, academic argument 

is considered generically and linguistically (Bacha, 2010; Wingate, 2012b). 

Critical analysis is contrasted with description as though the two are 

composite entities (Woodward-Kron, 2002), or critique is considered 
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regarding only how students in an EAP context can be helped with critiquing 

language and generic content rather than in a subject discipline context (Kiely, 

2004).  Although aspects of subject such as culture (Xu et al., 2016), and social 

practices (e.g. Wingate, 2011a) are considered what is seldom examined is 

how language is understood in the specific subject context. 

What is considered as ‘content’ in the EAP literature is very specific to the 

subject of EAP rather than to specific disciplines. For example, Garner and 

Borg (2005) define ‘content’ as a textbook about a generic issue (which they 

call Global Issues) and argue this should be the focus of an EAP course rather 

than the standard aspects, such as genre, corpora and so on. Therefore, 

examples of EAP-focused materials may include texts with titles such as ‘The 

making of modern Japan’ for a summary writing task (McCormack and Slaght, 

2005, p. 60), or ‘The application of renewable energy technology in remote 

areas’ for conclusion writing practice. Indeed, often EAP materials draw on 

newspapers to provide writing tasks, for example Pallant, (2004), or on the 

sizes of mountains and the lengths of rivers to help with comparing and 

contrasting tasks (Jordan, 1999). Methods for describing processes are taught 

– for example, the steps necessary for making paper (Jordan, 1999) – as it is 

assumed that students will need to do this in their subject classes and that 

similar English and academic purposes will apply. From this it might be 

assumed that all subjects value writing as an assessment tool equally and, 

furthermore, that students will have their writing assessed using EAP criteria 

rather than their subject-discipline criteria (Seviour, 2015). Johns (1988, p. 55) 

argues that the differences between the conventions and skills of subject-

discipline writing are greater than the similarities, as “discipline, audience and 

context greatly influence the language required.”  

Nonetheless, even arguments for more academic discipline writing instruction 

focus on writing rather than the subject itself, and they tend to consider 

elements such as critical thinking from a generic linguistic perspective, rather 
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than a subject-fronted one (e.g. Gimenez, 2008). Arguments and discussion 

often focus on how EAP contrasts with English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

(Alexander et al, 2008), or on how specific the ‘E’ (or ‘English’ rather than 

subject) should be (e.g. Hyland and Hamp-Lyons, 2002). For example, the fact 

that Thai engineering students need to read in English has been used to justify 

a need for EAP (Ward, 2009).  

In terms of skills, Hyland & Johnson (1998, p. 168) argue that there is a fallacy 

of “misplaced correctness”, which tends to reify aspects of human behaviour. 

They explain this by considering someone who performs a task skilfully and 

how it may be possible to identify a discreet and substantive skill possessed 

by this performer although you may not be able to be able to isolate this skill 

and do it as well yourself. They compare this to a ‘generalising fallacy’ which 

implies that “because some putative skill […] problem solving or report writing 

[…] can be performed in a range of similar contexts, then it is transferable to 

all contexts” (Hyland & Johnson, 1998, pp. 168-169). Quoting Ryle (1977), 

Hyland & Johnson (1998, p. 169) further observe that a “first-rate 

mathematician and a first-rate literary critic might share the one intellectual 

virtue of arguing impeccably, while their other intellectual virtues could be so 

disparate that neither could cope even puerilely with the problems of the 

other”. From this it can be said that, within the EAP paradigm, it is the English 

of EAP that is removed, focused on and taught, whereas it could be argued 

that EAP should be refocused on the ‘academic purpose’ of the ‘English’ 

within its subject context. 

2.4.4. The ‘English’ of a Subject 

Each subject arguably is its own individual ‘language game’ (Wittgenstein, 1953) 

that consists of three elements: human being, language and world setting (Finch, 

1995). For each language game, the lecturer or student (human being) will use 

English (language) in its specific subject area (world setting) and it is the 

interrelation of these three elements that constitutes the paradigmatic heart of 
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the subject. For example, the human being could be a lecturer, the language 

could be the word ‘empathy’, and the world setting could be within the subject 

‘design’. Meaning can only be provided in the context of the subject itself and 

not outside it (Bakhtin, 1981, 1986). As Fecho (2011, p. 19) writes, “to expect 

that just because you and I are using the same term or phrase that we have a 

consensus understanding of its meanings is to deny that context and experience 

having anything to do with our understandings”. If subject disciplines are unique, 

and thus the English used within them is also unique to the individual subject 

discipline, a generic or AO approach cannot be considered as sufficient for 

supporting students in their learning. This specific discourse cannot be removed 

and reduced to linguistic features for analysis, or for the preparation of materials 

or glossaries to be used by students across a range of different disciplines, levels 

and other contexts, and nor can text be focused upon to the exclusion of other 

elements, such as the visual or emotion elements that are key in the subject of 

design, for example. Thus, disciplines are not exclusively textually mediated, and 

they are not immutable.  

2.5.4 International English Language Testing System 

(IELTS) 

If the English within the subject-specific context is unique, this further raises 

the question of how students are determined to be prepared for studying at 

university in English. Universities in the UK assess this preparedness through 

the use of assessment tools such as the IELTS, which IELTS (2015) itself 

suggests is a recognised and reliable indicator of a student’s ability to 

communicate in an English-speaking academic context. Others, such as Turner 

(2004), argue that an appropriate IELTS score demonstrates that the student 

has language equivalent to the English needed for study in HE in the UK. 

Indeed, recruitment to institutions in the UK is often based on this 

assumption. However, some authors suggest that the correlation between a 
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student’s IELTS score and their academic readiness and performance is weak 

(Bayliss & Ingram, 2006; Hirsch, 2007).  

If there exists an assumption that IELTS scores represent preparedness for 

study, it may be assumed that content and language are separate entities and 

that language is fundamental to academic achievement and can be assessed 

and supported as an abstract, objective entity (Voloshinov et al., 1973). 

Therefore, HEIs assume that the ‘English’ of IELTS equates to the ‘English’ 

needed for study at university, so assuming that ‘English’ is an abstract, 

objective entity that can be removed for testing and teaching. This summative 

approach (Jessop, 2017) to assessment used by IELTS can be seen as assessing 

the English of IELTS, rather than the subject-specific and contextualised 

English needed for success in communication in the student’s subject of 

choice. 

2.6. Conclusion 

This chapter reviews the origins of the development of student learning 

support historically, institutionally and theoretically. It has outlined the 

provision of study skills and learning supports in HE and driven by government 

initiatives, illustrating the changing perspective of the nature and provision of 

learning support from something that was just ‘picked up’ by students to 

distinct study skills that can be taught. It also illustrates the development of a 

variety of approaches to the provision of learning support through generic 

approaches in learning centres, which assume language and discourse can be 

removed from subject-specific contexts and taught to students separately, as 

well as used to develop materials such as glossaries. Voloshinov (1973) argues 

that language is consciousness and that it is individually formed through 

dialogue, and this chapter critically reviewed this position and considered how 

the literature shows that words and phrases can vary over time, as well as 

between individuals and contexts of use.  
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This review of the literature helps to form a theoretical framework for the 

review of the publications in this thesis through the lens of the AO and IS 

approaches to the provision of learning support, where dialogue between 

lecturer and student in the context of the subject are key for developing 

learning support. An understanding of the AO and IS approaches aids in the 

understanding of the nature of English within the subject-discipline contexts. 

This theoretical underpinning is key in understanding how the AO approaches 

discussed in the initial review of literature removes words from their subject 

context to create lists, study skills materials, and classes. Following this 

approach, the words and texts are studied in isolation, whereas the IS 

approach argues for the words and text to be considered within the subject. 

The literature then shows how this impacts on how students are supported in 

their learning through EAP and AL approaches and how they are assessed for 

preparedness for study through IELTS, for example. If, as the theories of 

Volsohinov tend to show, language and discourse are alive and conscious, 

different approaches are needed for teaching and supporting student 

learning. The impact of the concept that language and learning must be 

determined by context in order to come alive supports the need for reflection 

on the provision of supporting student learning.  
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Introduction 

The methodological and philosophical research process described in this 

chapter outlines the ‘methods landscape’ for the publications. These 

publications are then positioned within this landscape in Chapter 4, which 

appraises the publications. In this chapter, the ontology, epistemology and 

axiology of the published works are contextualised and discussed. However, it 

cannot be said that a single approach was taken in the research, as it evolved 

through a series of studies involving empirical research. Initially, a single 

incident (Fecho, 2011), prompted by an interaction with two assumedly 

diverse groups of students in my role of Academic Support Adviser (as 

described in Chapter 1 and in Richards & Pilcher (2014)), was to lay the 

foundation for a methodological journey. 

Each research project demonstrated the value of focus groups and interviews 

for exploring and exposing complex findings, which helped to develop new 

insights for the author both as a researcher and an academic. It was found 

that data was best revealed through focus groups and interviews, as they 

provided an environment for dialogue. After the first research project, 

lecturers were the participants because their interpretation and analysis was 

initially considered more important than the author’s own analysis from text 

alone, for example. Initially the research adopted a linguistic perspective, 

examining words and phrases and how these were understood and used by 

different groups of people, such as Chinese, direct-entrant, and home 

students. The results exposed the researcher to the deeper implications of 

language and learning, influenced by diverse stakeholders and elements 

beyond the limitations of words and text. This first research project 

uncovered the importance of subject-specific context and led to a focus on a 

research paradigm where data was gathered using qualitative and interpretive 
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methods, aiming to gain insights into how a person in a given context makes 

sense of a given phenomenon (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008).  

Indeed, the research philosophy was necessarily a dynamic process of re-

evaluation rather than a fixed position adhered to throughout. This can be 

best understood from the perspective of a constructivist paradigm (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011), which assumes a relativist ontology (that there are multiple 

realities), a subjectivist epistemology (that the knower and respondent co-

create understandings), and a naturalistic setting (taking place within the 

natural world) of methodological procedures. However, this judgement comes 

from the perspective of reviewing research that has been already published, 

bringing an appreciation of the extent to which the research lens has 

developed over time. The following sections provide a critical reflection on 

the research methodology that was applied in undertaking the published 

studies, and a contextualisation of those methods with regards to the 

research philosophy. 

3.2. Research Paradigm 

The assumed set of beliefs underlying interpretivist research is a qualitative 

paradigm that informs ontological positions, epistemology and axiology. 

According to Bryman (2008), qualitative paradigms offer the researcher the 

opportunity to develop an idiographic understanding of participants living 

with a particular condition or in a particular situation and what it means for 

them within their social reality. While the original research project may have 

been grounded within the constructivist paradigm, it developed beyond this 

and took elements from alternative enquiry paradigms. Elements can be seen 

to have come from the paradigms of critical theory (Kincheloe, McLaren & 

Steinberg, 2011). Kincheloe et al. (2011) argue that there are many critical 

theories, that critical tradition is always changing and that critical theory tries 

to avoid too much specificity. This drives their argument that to “lay out a set 

of fixed characteristics of the position is contrary to the desire of such 
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theorists to avoid the production of blueprints of socio-political and 

epistemological beliefs” (Kincheloe et al. 2011, p. 163). Indeed, according to 

Denzin & Lincoln (2001, p. 244), “while qualitative researchers may design 

procedures beforehand, designs always have built-in flexibility to account for 

new and unexpected empirical material and growing sophistication.” This may 

also be influenced by the role (axiology) that the researcher’s values play in 

the research process. Heron (1996) argues that researchers should be able to 

articulate their values as a basis for making judgements about the research 

they are conducting and how they go about doing it. A conception of research 

as value-laden, with the researcher being necessarily involved in that which is 

being researched, is in close alignment with the body of work discussed here.  

3.2.1. Ontology 

Ontology is concerned with the nature of existence and what can be known 

(Benton & Craib, 2011). Through the studies, the ontological position changed 

from a linguistic and AO stance to one that focused on the importance of 

subject context rather than primarily text-based ‘language’ or discourse. The 

IS approach became the answer to the question of epistemology, that is to say 

the way in which knowledge is acquired. This IS lens led to seeing ‘English’ and 

‘skills’ as elements that should be studied embedded within their subject 

context in order for students to be supported effectively. From this, it was 

concluded that the diversity and complexity of ‘subject’ meant that textual 

study was not sufficient. Instead, in-depth interviews and focus groups 

enabled the construction of negotiated meanings within an IS context. The 

value of interviews reflects Kuntz & Presnall’s (2012, p. 735) “understanding 

of the interview as a wholly engaged encounter, a means for making 

accessible the multiple intersections of material contexts that collude in 

productive formations of meaning”. 

To illustrate this change, the first project, investigating task words, revealed 

that data was collected best by conducting interviews and focus groups, as 
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this provided a suitable environment for dialogue in a context closer to the 

world setting of the subject (cf. Bakhtin, 1981). Textual analysis reveals 

linguistic features, such as the frequency of use of words or phrases, but other 

elements, such as the role of ‘the visual’ and ‘empathy’, could not have been 

uncovered through textual analysis alone. The research focus was not only on 

text production, but it included exploration of the wider context of other 

factors influencing student success. In one paper, for example, rather than 

focusing on a specific linguistic goal, the target of ‘English’ was more on the 

overall productive and receptive abilities required by students to succeed in a 

specific subject context. 

The interpretivist approach assumes an epistemological stance whereby, 

through careful and explicit interpretative methodology, it becomes possible 

to access “an individual’s cognitive inner world” (Biggerstaff &Thompson, 

2008, p. 4). Rather than using the role of language to describe the individual’s 

experience, interpretative methodology explores how the individual gives 

meaning to their experiences in interaction with their environment. 

Biggerstaff & Thompson (2008, p. 11) describe the cyclical process of this 

interpretation as: “[participants’] first encounter with text (interview/focus 

group process and subsequent transcription process); preliminary themes 

identified; grouping themes as clusters; and tabulating themes in a summary 

table”. 

The ontological and methodological approach often involved exploring 

language from a non-text-based, and deliberately ‘simplistic’, perspective that 

involved considering what was needed for success in a subject. For one 

project, the approach was simplistic in that there were very few questions and 

lecturers were not asked to provide specific texts, so they were only allowed 

to speak. The rationale for this was to stimulate dialogue around the subject-

based understandings and the ‘English’ needed to succeed. Thus, the 



47 
 

methodological approach was qualitative, interpretative and dialogic in that 

language was explored through dialogue and context.  

3.2.2. Epistemology 

For the research presented in this thesis there is a subjectivist, interpretive 

epistemology (that the knower and respondent co-create understandings), 

and a naturalistic setting (taking place within the natural world) of 

methodological procedures. In terms of epistemology, it is argued through the 

research that one cannot see much of value by only looking at a text. Equally, 

you cannot remove the text from the body of its subject (or its paradigmatic 

heart) and teach it to students with the expectation that this can then be 

understood and applied generally to all academic texts. The interpretivist 

approach assumes an epistemological stance whereby, through careful and 

explicit interpretative methodology, it becomes possible to access “an 

individual’s cognitive inner world” (Biggerstaff &Thompson, 2008, p. 4). 

Rather than using the role of language to describe the individual’s experience, 

interpretative methodology explores how the individual gives meaning to 

their experiences in interaction with their environment. According to Yanow 

(2000, p. 5), “interpretive methods are based on the presupposition that we 

live in a social world characterized by the possibilities of multiple 

interpretations […] living requires sensemaking, and sensemaking entails 

interpretation”. 

 

This thesis emerges from ongoing research and research findings that have 

been continually applied to practice through “reflections on action” 

(Mackenzie & Ling, 2009, p. 45) in the years following the initial investigation 

into the use of assessment task words (Richards & Pilcher, 2014). In terms of 

epistemology, it is argued here that one cannot see much of value by only 

looking at a text. Equally, you cannot remove a text from the body of its 

subject (or its paradigmatic heart) and teach it to students with the 
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expectation that this can then be understood and applied generally to all 

academic texts. As identified in one of the later publications (Pilcher & 

Richards, 2016), there is a level underneath the text consisting of subject lexis 

and discourse, and underneath this is a still deeper (existential) level 

consisting of elements that show the paradigmatic hearts of subjects. As 

Vygotsky (1962, p. 120) notes, “the meaning of a word represents such a close 

amalgam of thought and language that it is hard to tell whether it is a 

phenomenon of speech or a phenomenon of thought”.  Analogously, in 

psychoanalysis, there are “large aspects of our psychological functioning 

which, though having a profound determining effect upon us, are largely 

hidden, that is, they are unconscious” (Institute of Psychoanalysis, 2015). The 

paradigmatic hearts of the subjects identified in the research were: ‘visual’, 

‘philosophical’ and ‘persuasive’ for design; ‘emotional’ and ‘empathetic’, yet 

also ‘technical’ for nursing; ‘income-generating’, ‘numerical’ and ‘persuasive’ 

for business; and ‘visual’, ‘numerical’ or ‘code-based’ for computing. These 

psychological and ideological elements, and how they underpin subjects, are 

central to the arguments made in the selected articles and also in this thesis. 

Throughout the research process, a number of other terms, including 

discourse, language, assessment terms, English, and study skills, were also 

discovered to be not fixed or immutable. This suggested that there is a 

multitudinous group of possible strains of a ‘language’ or terms and that there 

is still an ideal to aim for, to teach, and to learn. 

If this argument can be made, it can then be further concluded that these 

possible ‘strains’ themselves cannot be isolated because they do not exist, 

and assumption of their existence constitutes a category error in the sense “in 

which a property is ascribed to a thing that could not possibly have that 

property” (Restivo, 2013, p. 175). They cannot be removed from the context 

of the subject discipline and be taught abstractively (Voloshinov, 1973).  
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3.2.3. Axiology 

The studies comprising this thesis are primarily situated in the research 

domain of AL and language. Similarly to Lillis & Scott (2007, p. 6), the 

researcher considers himself to be writing from this geo-historical context. 

This can be seen most obviously in the fact that the researcher is a UK-based 

teacher-researcher writing from a position within HE, which is the educational 

domain that has been the predominant focus of AL research to date. 

Furthermore, this is typical of many in this field internationally in that, 

alongside interests and experience in the study of language (particularly, 

applied linguistics, ELT-EAP, education, sociolinguistics and linguistic 

ethnography), the complexities involved in academic communication are 

explored.  As an author, researcher, and lecturer, the researcher’s role 

comprises that of an academic adviser within the schools of Engineering, 

Computing and Creative Industries. The researcher’s academic career began 

within the field of language and linguistics and moved into student learning, 

and so subjectivities were initially biased towards the linguistic perspective of 

helping students interpret and engage with assessments, rather than the 

perspective of subject-specific content. The initial meeting with students 

described in Chapter 1 represents a turning point in thinking about how to 

best help students, as a move away from previously held subjectivities to one 

focused upon promoting dialogues of discovery.  

3.2.4. Research Methods  

A total of four research projects (leading to the creation of four data sets) 

were used to inform the publications included in this thesis (e.g. Richards and 

Pilcher, 2014; Pilcher and Richards, 2016; Richards and Pilcher, 2016). The 

methods and approach used to gather data was qualitative and interpretive, 

as the interpretivist approach is based on naturalistic approaches to data 

collection, such as interviews and focus groups (Biggerstaff &Thompson, 2008 

p. 4). Conducting interviews and facilitating focus groups reflects the value 

placed on personal interactions, rather than on the ‘anonymity’ of data 
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collected remotely, e.g. via questionnaires. The theme of all the data 

collection interactions was the ‘English’ required by students to succeed in 

their subjects, and the thinking underpinning this ‘English’. Meanings usually 

emerge towards the end of the research process (for example, Yanow, 2014; 

Kubanyiova & Feryok 2015; and Hulstijn, et al 2014), yet the over-arching 

motivation for these projects was to better understand how to improve the 

support provided to students.  

The first project focused on both students and lecturers and helped to identify 

a number of key issues about how students and lecturers may interpret the 

same task words differently. It was found that lecturers could not agree on 

how terms were interpreted in their subject-discipline context, which led to 

further projects focusing on lecturers rather than students. All interviews and 

focus groups were ethically approved (Christians, 2011) and (for the first 

project) those conducted in Chinese were transcribed and translated by a 

professional interpreter. Transcriptions were shown to individual interviewees 

for them to judge whether it was a true representation of what was said. For 

mixed focus groups where English was the main language used, Chinese 

participants were encouraged to discuss concepts in Chinese as much as was 

necessary for them. For the majority of the projects, interviews and interviews 

were transcribed by the researcher as the first stage of the analysis (cf. Bird, 

2005). For the interviews, structured questions were rejected to avoid any 

‘shaping’ of responses; instead a number of discussion topics / open questions 

were prepared. For the project investigating ‘English’, for example, a simple 

schematic was given out which had the word ‘English’ in the centre 

surrounded by ‘reading’, ‘writing’, ‘speaking’ and ‘listening’. Lecturers were 

asked to consider each of the elements shown on the schematic in the context 

of their subject discipline.  

For the fourth project, an object in the form of a brightly-coloured teapot was 

used as a ‘probe’ or ‘portal’ artefact to access participant responses. This was 
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presented to the lecturers in an interview and they were asked to describe 

and discuss it in the context of their subject discipline. The reasons for using a 

teapot were twofold: firstly, this was a response to a failure in previous 

projects to access the language required by students through the use of 

methods and approaches using text; secondly, this approach had been 

previously used in a design analytical writing class as an object to create 

context, stimulate dialogue and prompt analysis. The teapot was removed 

from its box in the class and, without any prompting, the students and the 

lecturers stood up, passed the teapot to one another and immediately began 

to describe and evaluate it. This led to the idea of using objects as portals to 

create context in interviews rather than text.   

Where interviews were used, they were reflexive and active to allow for 

discussion (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). Focus groups contained a maximum of 

twelve participants and a minimum of three (Shamdasani & Stewart, 1990; 

Barbour, 2007). All interviews and focus groups were recorded digitally. With 

regard to the analysis of interview and focus group transcriptions, this was 

conducted using a constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2011), 

whereby transcripts were continually read and reread by the authors to allow 

for the diffraction of ideas (Mazzei, 2014) and the emergence of key themes. 

Where interviews were followed by focus groups, this process allowed for 

themes to be identified and presented for discussion in the focus groups. 

The research for the first project explored the different perceptions of 

lecturers and students regarding assessment terms, such as ‘discuss’ and 

‘analyse’ (Richards and Pilcher, 2014), while the research for the second 

project explored the ‘English’ that lecturers felt students needed to succeed in 

their subjects (Pilcher and Richards, 2016, Richards and Pilcher, 2016). 

Research project three returned to the data from the previous two projects 

for further diffractive reading and reflective analysis, as well as further 

secondary research into the nature of ‘English’ in the context of subject 
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disciplines. Research project four examined how lecturers would describe and 

critically evaluate a physical object (in this case a teapot) in their subject 

areas. 

All stages of this process, including managing over 50 hours of recorded data, 

were handled by the author. Other research projects often make use of 

research assistants to conduct interviews and facilitate focus groups, while 

recordings are sent to third parties for transcription. While it may have been 

tempting, given the hours needed to transcribe, review and analyse data, to 

use additional staff to assist with the data collection and analysis, the process 

of actively going over and checking recorded interviews and focus groups 

contributed to a closeness to the data that enabled a change in the 

epistemological lens which, in turn, led to a change in ontological view. The 

emergent ontological and epistemological positions adopted by the 

researcher placed value on direct participation in the data collection. 

The details of research participants and the data collected for each project 

and related papers are summarised in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2: Publications and Projects 

Publication Data collection 
method/Project 

Number of 
participants 

Participant groups 

Richards, K. & Pilcher, N. 
(2014). ‘Contextualizing 
higher education 
assessment task words 
with an ‘anti-glossary’ 
approach’, in 
International Journal of 
Qualitative Studies in 
Education, 2, 1-22 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. 
(2013). ‘Discuss, analyse, 
define… non-traditional 
students come to terms 
with cultures of learning, 
in the UK’. Researching 
Intercultural Learning: 
Investigations in 
Language and 
Education, 135-151. 

Project 1: Cascading 
focus groups x 7 (on 
average, 90 mins 
duration) 

Total in groups: 

1. 4 x 5 =20  
2. 2 x 7 =14 

all repeats 
from 
previous 

3. 1 x 12 = 12 
all repeats 
from 
previous 

Lecturers from a 
Chinese-speaking 
background, 
lecturers from an 
English-speaking 
background, 
students from a 
Chinese-speaking 
background and 
students from 
English-speaking 
backgrounds. 
Engineering, 
Computing and 
Creative Industries 
Schools 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. 
(2015). ‘Avoiding 
dialogues of non-
discovery through 
promoting dialogues of 
discovery’, in Dialogic 
Pedagogy Journal, 3, 43-
64. 

Re-reading of above 
data through 
Bakhtinian dialogical 
lens 

As above  As above 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. 
(2016). ‘An individual 
subjectivist critique of 
the use of corpus 
linguistics to inform 
pedagogical materials’, 
in Dialogic Pedagogy: An 
International Online 
Journal, 4. I22-141. 

 

Project 2: 21 
interviews (30 
minutes duration, on 
average) and twelve 
focus groups (90 
minutes duration, on 
average). This 
includes data from 
previous study focus 
groups included in 
project one 

 

21 participants in 
interviews 

5 focus groups with 
all interview 
participants- 4 in 4 
groups and 5 in 1 
group. 

Focus group data 
from the previous 
study 

As above.  

Interviews and 
focus groups with 
lecturers from 
Business, nursing, 
design and 
Computing 

 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. 
(2015). Deconstructing 
‘Mono’-lingualism: 
Considerations of Value 
for ‘English’ ‘Language’ 

Project 3: 21 
interviews (30 
minutes duration, on 
average) and five 
focus groups (90 

As above-21 in 
total for interviews 
and the same 
number again for 

As above 
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Education in a Global 
Setting.’ In Wong, L. T., 
& In Dubey-Jhaveri, A. 
(2015). English language 
education in a global 
world: Practices, issues 
and challenges. 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. 
(2016). ‘The 
paradigmatic hearts of 
subjects which their 
‘English’ flows through’, 
in Higher Education 
Research and 
Development (HERD) 35, 
5, 997-1010 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. 
(2017). Challenging the 
power invested in the 
International English 
Language Testing System 
(IELTS): Why 
determining ‘English’ 
preparedness needs to 
be undertaken within 
the subject context. 
Power and Education, 
9(1), 3-17. 

minutes duration, on 
average) 

focus group 
participants 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. 
(2017). Academic 
literacies: the word is 
not enough. Teaching in 
Higher Education, 1-16. 

 

 

Previous data 
included from 
Projects 1, 2 & 3 

Project 4: 

Interviews (30 
minutes, on 
average). Use of 
physical object as 
stimulus for dialogue 

Previous project 
data. New 
interviews of 22 
lecturers 

Lecturers from 
Schools of nursing, 
Psychology, 
engineering, and 
design 
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As shown in Table 2, eight publications were produced on the basis of four 

research projects, and these projects are considered in further detail below. 

Project 1 

In this project, cascading focus groups were conducted where the first four focus 

groups were tasked with discussing their understanding of common assessment 

task words including: ‘discuss’, ‘trace’, ‘analyse’, ‘outline’ and ‘describe’. The list 

of words studied was adapted from one presented in Cottrell (2008). These first 

four groups consisted of Chinese students, home students, Chinese lecturers and 

home lecturers. The recordings from each group were transcribed (and then 

translated in the case of Chinese-speaking groups), and then the results from 

each group were summarised and presented to the next set of focus groups for 

response. The second set of groups consisted of one group of Chinese students 

and Chinese lecturers responding to the data from all of the previous focus 

groups, and a second group of home students and home lecturers responding to 

the data from all of the previous focus groups. The final group followed the same 

process of transcription, translation and one final meeting of all participants to 

discuss the outcome of previous groups. 

Project 2 

For this research, 21 subject lecturers were interviewed (for an average of 30 

minutes each) from the subject areas of nursing, design, computing, and 

business. These subjects were chosen because they were considered to 

represent a broad range of disciplines and because the researcher was providing 

academic support to students studying in these areas. The interviews focused on 

what lecturers considered to be important ‘English’ within their subject 

discipline, and these were recorded and transcribed. The transcripts were then 

read and reread in order to explore the emerging themes around subject-specific 

terms and language, which were then presented to focus groups with at least 

one lecturer from each discipline. The transcripts were then further analysed 
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using the corpus linguistics approach commonly used in EAP to identify key 

academic terms in subjects for students to learn in sets. 

Project 3 

This was an extension of the two previous research projects that involved re-

visiting previous data, with a particular focus on the results from Project 2. In this 

case, the focus was the ‘English’ used in subject-specific disciplines in order to 

compare similar words and phrases used in different contexts. 

Project 4 

The data from the first three projects was again used for this research, but this 

time a further 22 interviews were conducted with lecturers from the same four 

subject disciplines examined in project two, with a view to re-visiting and 

enriching findings from previous research. For the interviews, a teapot was kept 

in a box while we explained that we wanted lecturers to look at an object and 

describe and evaluate it from their own subject perspective, and then they were 

shown the object. The interviews (on average, 20 minutes in length) were 

transcribed as the first step of the analysis. The approach to analysis consisted of 

a more classic type of objectivist grounded theory (Glaser, 2009) combined with 

a more constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2011). This is 

because for two of the subject areas (nursing and design) previous studies had 

already provided an insight into the underpinning elements of the description 

and critique likely to emerge (e.g. Pilcher and Richards, 2016). However, what 

was not known, because of the limitation of text-based methods, was precisely 

what thoughts and language would be conveyed in these areas. 

3.7 Conclusion 

The ‘methods landscape’ outlined in this chapter has been set out through 

considering the ontology, epistemology and axiology of the publications included 

in this thesis. The approaches evolved through four individual research projects 

using a qualitative and interpretive research approach, where focus groups were 

valued for exploring and exposing findings. These findings were subjected to a 
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process of evaluation and re-evaluation that is best understood from within a 

constructivist paradigm that assumes a relativist ontology, subjectivist 

epistemology and a naturalist setting of methodological procedures.  Chapter 

Four considers each publication in terms of the ‘point of departure’, ‘theoretical 

context’ and ‘contribution’. 

  



58 
 

4. Publications 

4.1. Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to critically evaluate a selection of the author’s 

publications from the last ten years in order to support and inform the author’s 

submission for the award of PhD by publication. There are eight publications 

presented from within the ten-year time frame and one publication from 2006, 

which is not included for critical review but as a starting point to demonstrate 

the theoretical and conceptual development undertaken. All of the publications 

went through a double-blind refereeing process apart from the book chapters 

(publications 3 and 5), which were peer reviewed by the editors of the text. Most 

of the publications were reviewed by at least two reviewers, with publication 2 

being considered by three reviewers and publications 4 and 6 by four reviewers. 

This chapter begins with an acknowledgement of collaborative publication and a 

statement of the author’s contribution. The selection of publications represents 

an evolution in the author’s thinking and approach to supporting student 

learning from a conceptual base, initially developed and represented in the first 

publication, to the development and application of IS (as opposed to AO) 

approaches to continuing research and professional practice. A self-critical 

summary for each publication, in terms of strengths and weaknesses, is 

presented in Table 3, which provides a conceptual framework to frame analysis 

and discussion including the research approach, theoretical start points and 

contribution to theory and understanding in the field. The conclusion to this 

chapter gives a synthesis of the contribution the body of work has made to the 

field of student learning support.  

The publications considered here were co-authored with Dr Nick Pilcher and, 

in one case, with Helen Godfrey.  In the co-authored publications where I am 

the first-author, I was the principal researcher responsible for the original 

concept and initial contextualisation of the concept explored. When 
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authorship is shared, both authors determined the structure of the paper and 

wrote the paper collaboratively. Dr Nick Pilcher is willing to be contacted to 

address any queries over co-authorship. He has written and signed a letter 

related to this, a copy of which is presented in Appendix 7.2. Research is a 

creative dialogic process and without collaboration a work may become a 

monologue with little new discovery and interaction, or a dialogue of non-

discovery. From this perspective, it is difficult to engage in a dialogic process 

without an ‘other’. According to Lewis, Ross & Holden (2012, p. 705), 

“collaboration enhances research productivity”. The process underpinning the 

presented articles began with a concept that the author presented to Dr Nick 

Pilcher as a research proposal. Since then, there has been a system of ‘turn-

taking’ in our research and writing process where one of us leads on a concept 

and the approach to research and writing, with the name of the originator 

coming first in the published papers. 

Table 3: Publications, including research approach, theoretical start point and 

contribution 

 

 
Timing 

 
Publication 

 
Research approach 

 
Theoretical start 
point 

 
Contribution to 
theory/understanding 
 

2006 (out 
with the 
time frame 
for 
publications 
to be 
considered 
for PhD by 
publication 
but included 
as a starting 
point). 

From Dunedin to 
Dunedin: 
Supporting 
students in the 
changing world 
of higher 
education. 

Secondary sources 
and desk research to 
examine the 
development of 
learning support for 
students in HE. 

Historical 
perspective of 
provision of 
‘study skills’ 
from osmosis 
approach to 
embedded 
approach. 

Literature search 
included articles relating 
to study skills provision. 
Changing perspective 
(institutional HE and 
government) of the 
nature and provision of 
skills.  

2014 
(Technically 
the first 
publication, 
but the peer 
review 
process and 
publication 
process took 

Contextualizing 
higher education 
assessment task 
words with an 
‘anti-glossary’ 
approach. 

Qualitative and 
interpretive-
cascading focus 
groups and reflective 
analysis. Focus 
groups comprising of 
Chinese students, 
non-traditional home 
students, Chinese 

Meeting with 
international 
students 
(Chinese) and 
direct entrant 
students 
concerning the 
use of 
assessment task 

Language is not fixed in 
time and place. The 
meanings of words and 
phrases can vary greatly 
over time, between 
individuals and contexts 
of use. Glossaries of 
terms are fixed in time 
and place and do not 
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longer than 
for the 
following 
chapter). 

background lecturers 
and home lecturers. 
Diffractive. 

words led to 
questioning of 
the general 
applicability of 
the language 
being used and 
how it may 
differ greatly in 
different 
contexts. 
Glossaries and 
study skills 
materials do not 
show this. 

help students greatly. 
Led to a greater insight 
to the provision of 
support for student 
learning and the nature 
of ‘study skills’. 

2013 Discuss, analyse, 
define… non-
traditional 
students come to 
terms with 
cultures of 
learning in the 
UK. 

 

Used the findings 
from the above study 
to consider the 
research approach 
from the perspective 
of non-traditional 
(international, in this 
case) students and 
cultures of learning.  

The theory is 
that home 
students and 
international 
students will be 
able to use 
glossaries and 
study skills, but 
the researcher 
questioned 
whether these 
words were 
fixed, whether 
the students 
would 
encounter 
different words 
and that the 
words might 
change over 
time. 

Highlights the 
different routes 
students might 
take to 
university in the 
UK depending 
on whether they 
are traditional 
or non-
traditional 
students. 

Begins to develop the 
need for dialogue 
between lecturers and 
students to ensure that 
understanding of what 
is required of students is 
mutually understood 
and agreed upon. 
Considers dialogue from 
a Bakhtinian 
perspective. 

2015 Avoiding 
dialogues of non-
discovery 
through 
promoting 
dialogues of 
discovery. 

 

Diffractive re-reading 
of findings from the 
above research 
through a 
Bakhtin/Voloshinov 
lens. 

Continued 
theoretical 
development 
from above. 

Exploration of 
the concept of 
dialogue in 
terms of 
supporting 
student learning 

This was developed 
from a paper presented 
at Bakhtin conference 
(see 4.4). The paper was 
well received and led to 
many significant 
meetings, including with 
Junefelt who advised on 
the inclusion of 
Voloshinov and the AO 
and IS trends; and Fecho 
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and negotiating 
meaning. 
Considers the 
possibility these 
may be 
dialogues of 
non-discovery 
where the 
lecturer(s) and 
student(s) may 
assume the 
same meaning. 

who introduced the 
concept of ‘wobble’. Led 
to a new research 
project exploring the 
nature of English in 
subject disciplines. It 
also led to a meeting 
with an academic from 
Australia/Korea and 
further research and 
publications. 

2016 An individual 
subjectivist 
critique of the 
use of corpus 
linguistics to 
inform 
pedagogical 
materials. 

 

Qualitative, 
interpretive analysis 
of data from focus 
groups and 
interviews. 
Interviews with 
lecturers from four 
different subject 
disciplines and 
followed by focus 
groups comprising a 
mixture of the 
interviewees 
considering the 
nature of the English 
of their subject. 
Diffractive reading 
and re-reading.  

The theory is 
that, if the 
language is 
fixed, it can be 
removed and 
studied. But if it 
is not, as the 
previous 
research 
demonstrates, it 
cannot be. 
Similar words 
can be 
understood in 
different ways 
depending on 
context. 
Approaches 
such as corpus 
linguistics 
remove words 
to create lists 
for study and 
material 
creation. There 
has been little 
critique of this 
approach. 

Use of IS lens 
(Voloshinov, 
1973) to 
consider the 
existing trend of 
removing 
academic 
language from 
the subject 
context to 
examine and 
create learning 
materials to 
support student 
learning. In this 
case corpus 

Lecturers struggled to 
identify what English 
was key to their subject 
initially. This led to 
research project 
investigating the nature 
of subject context by 
creating a context using 
an object (project four). 

Words removed for the 
creation of lists and 
then used in study skills 
materials and classes 
are removed from the 
context of the subject 
discipline. This leads to 
the studying of the 
English of the subject 
rather than the subject 
in English. Context is 
key.   

Rethinking of how 
students are supported 
in their learning (EAP, 
AL), and how they are 
assessed as ready for 
study (IELTS).  
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linguistics was 
critiqued.  

2015 (Book 
chapter. 
Again, the 
process of 
publication 
was quicker 
than the 
corpus 
linguistic 
publication) 

 

Deconstructing 
monolingualism: 
Considerations of 
value for ‘English’ 
‘language’ 
education in a 
global setting. 

 

As above, plus 
secondary sources 
and desk research 
into the nature of 
monolingualism. 

 

If language is 
unique to the 
individual, then 
‘native speaker’ 
and 
‘monolingual’ as 
a reifiable entity 
is a category 
error. 

 

Further explores 
Volohinov’s (1973) 
argument that language 
is consciousness and 
individually formed 
through dialogue. If 
genuine language is 
alive and conscious, 
different approaches 
are needed for teaching. 
Implications for the 
provision of support for 
student learning, as, if 
language is determined 
by context in order to 
come alive the same can 
be said for the provision 
of supporting learning.  

2016 The paradigmatic 
hearts of 
subjects which 
their ‘English’ 
flows through. 

Qualitative, 
interpretive analysis 
of data from focus 
groups and 
interviews. 
Interviews with 
lecturers from four 
different subject 
disciplines and 
followed by focus 
groups comprising a 
mixture of the 
interviewees 
considering the 
nature of the English 
of their subject. 
Diffractive reading 
and re-reading.  

The starting 
theory 
developed from 
the above is 
that language 
would be used 
differently in 
different 
contexts. From 
this was 
developed the 
idea that key 
psychological 
and ideological 
elements 
underpin 
language. This is 
seen in terms of 
subject-specific 
contexts. 

Each subject has 
a unique, 
paradigmatic 
heart that might 
be ‘visual’, 
‘empathetic’ or 
‘numerical’ (for 
example). 
Through these 
hearts flows the 
English of the 
subject. 

Further explores the 
context of subject 
through Voloshinov and 
Bakhtin and Vygotsky’s 
(1962) linking of 
language and thought. If 
English is removed from 
the subject to be 
studied or to produce 
learning materials, then 
the English is being 
studied rather than the 
subject. Difficulty in 
getting lecturers to 
identify key words, 
phrases and ‘English’ of 
their subject led to a 
further research 
approach using an 
object to create context. 

2017 Academic 
literacies: The 

Further interpretive, 
diffractive analysis of 
above data sets and 
new data gained 

Following on 
from previous 
theory 
development 

The publication is 
mostly supportive of the 
approach but raises 
questions concerning 
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word is not 
enough.  

through interviews of 
subject lecturers.  

here text 
(essay/report 
writing) is 
considered as 
an insufficient 
focus within 
subject 
disciplines, yet 
text creation in 
the AO 
approach is 
continually 
highlighted as 
the most 
important skill 
that students 
need.  

This publication 
further 
identifies the 
uniqueness of 
subjects and 
how other 
elements are 
key.  

context and the focus 
on text production. It is 
suggested that student 
learning should be 
developed more 
holistically. 

2017 Challenging 
power invested 
in the 
International 
English Language 
Testing System 
(IELTS): Why 
determining 
‘English’ 
preparedness 
needs to be 
undertaken 
within the 
subject context. 

 

Interpretive, 
diffractive analysis 
based on interviews 
of lecturers. 
Interviewees were 
invited to explore 
how their subjects 
were described and 
evaluated through 
the use of an object 
(colourful teapot) as 
a portal to create 
context. Lecturers 
discussed how the 
object would be 
evaluated and 
described by 
students in their 
subject. 

Further desk-based, 
and secondary 
research was also 
conducted. Many 
IELTS preparation 
and practice books 
were reviewed, as 
were official IELTS 
sample questions. 

Now the 
theoretical 
standpoint is 
the idea that 
each subject has 
its own IS lens, 
and this is the 
same for IELTS.  

This publication 
critiques 
assessment of 
international 
student’s 
preparedness 
for study in 
university.   

The teapot created an 
almost immediate 
portal to the context of 
subject. Not only the 
importance of context 
of subject for 
supporting student 
learning was further 
considered, but also 
how important it was to 
engage the lecturers in 
that context to create 
meaningful dialogue. 
This enabled the 
critique of another 
approach to support 
student learning. 

This publication argues 
that tests such as IELTS 
remove language from 
the subject context and, 
furthermore, test the 
English of IELTS rather 
than the English of the 
subject.  
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4.1. From Dunedin to Dunedin: Supporting Students in the Changing World of 

Higher Education 

Godfrey, H., & Richards, K. (2006). ‘From Dunedin to Dunedin: Supporting 
students in the changing world of higher education’. In G. Grigg & C. Bond (eds.), 
Supporting learning in the 21st century: Refereed proceedings of the 2005 
Association of Tertiary Learning Advisors of Aotearoa New Zealand Conference. 
Auckland: ATLAANZ, 18-31.  

4.1.1 Background and Research Approach 

This publication was the result of a paper originally presented at the ATLAANZ 

(Association of Teaching, Learning and Language Advisers New Zealand) 

conference in New Zealand, which was attended by over 200 university and 

further education providers. Secondary sources concerning study skills support 

were used as was desk research, which allowed the author to explore influences 

from governmental and institutional positions. Both authors worked in the field 

of provision of learning support in a Scottish university based in different 

faculties. This author was responsible for the initial literature search, the critical 

review of this literature and the preparation of the conference presentation from 

the perspective of the faculty, while the other author did the same from her 

faculty perspective. Both then worked together on the assimilation of this 

information and created an institutional perspective for the conference 

presentation and subsequent publication.   

4.1.2. Theoretical Start Point 

The widening access agenda in HE in Scotland was the background to this 

publication in terms of a discussion concerning the development of learning skills 

provision in universities. This publication considers this from the historical 

perspective of the provision of study skills in universities ranging from the 

osmosis approach to the embedded approach.  This paper is indicative of the 

‘study skills’ approaches to supporting student learning and success within 

universities (Percy & Skillen, 2001; Trotter & Cove, 2005). In Scotland, this was a 

response to the Cubie Report (1999) which promoted access to HE and an 



66 
 

increasing number of students entering universities from non-traditional, under-

represented and disadvantaged groups (Court, 2004; Johnston, Knox, & 

MacLeod, 2005; McNicol, 2004). The publication discusses the traditional 

‘osmosis’ approach to learning support where students are expected to gain 

skills by being exposed to them (Chapple & Tolley, 1998), and how authors argue 

that new study skills needed to be explicitly taught as not all students enter 

university equipped with these skills (Johnston, 2003; Skillen et al., 1998). A 

second approach was a remedial or generic model to supporting student learning 

through study skills provision (see Skillen et al., 1998, p. 3), with generic classes 

provided by a ‘learning centre’. This approach typically included opportunities for 

one-to-one appointments between students and learning advisers, access to 

generic learning support materials, and students potentially referred by 

lecturers. The model suggests a need/demand for remedial support and 

conceptualises the students as lacking ability or being in some way ‘deficit’.  The 

publication discusses the embedded or integrated approach to supporting 

student learning and success that was in place at the author’s institution at the 

time. It suggests a move from the generic and remedial study skills approaches to 

supporting student learning towards a combination of pre-sessional, 

introductory sessions and specific study skills sessions focusing on specific 

coursework. 

4.1.3. Contribution to Theory and Understanding  

The publication contributes to the field of supporting student learning by 

identifying the potentially deficit model of generic teaching of skills and 

suggesting a move away from the generic, central model of support to an 

embedded one. However, this, in hindsight, is also generic as the model 

suggested still focuses on skills removed from the context of the subject 

discipline. There was still an assumption that language, discourse and skills could 

be removed from very specific contexts to create handouts, materials and study 

skills classes.  
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On reflection, little actual analysis was undertaken on how effective these 

approaches were for students and little or no analysis was conducted into what 

the actual subject-discipline lecturers might need their students to know and do 

in terms of specific skills. Indeed, it could be argued that this publication was 

more of a description of existing practices that did not add much new to the 

field. That said, the publication was also a good reflection of what was happening 

in the field and it started to question the generic nature of skills provision. The 

conference organisers invited the authors to develop the work as an article for 

inclusion in the refereed proceedings journal. Further to this, several connections 

were made with other participants; one of these resulted in a collaboration with 

a fellow academic from the University of New South Wales, with whom a 

comparative study was conducted investigating Australian and Scottish student 

support practices and impact. This second study was then presented at the First-

Year Experience in Continuing Education Conference (Richards, Godfrey, & 

Hunter 2006).  

Following the positive response to the presentation, and the resulting 

collaboration, further institutional dissemination of the benefits of an embedded 

approach at Faculty level became possible, with the Dean inviting the author to 

present the work at Head of Department meetings and the Faculty Learning, 

Teaching and Assessment Committee. This, in turn, led to an uptake in requests 

from Programme Leaders within the Faculty to provide embedded support for 

specific programmes where there were a significant number of direct entrant 

and further education students.  
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4.2. Contextualising Higher Education Assessment Task Words with an ‘Anti-

glossary’ Approach 

Richards, K. & Pilcher, N. (2014). ‘Contextualizing higher education assessment 
task words with an ‘anti-glossary’ approach’, in International Journal of 
Qualitative Studies in Education, 2, 1-22. 

4.2.1. Background and Research Approach 

A chance encounter with a group of Chinese students seeking advice on the 

wording used in an assessment led to a dialogue on the meaning of task words 

and how these might differ between assessments and subjects. This resulted in a 

discussion about the study skill guides and glossaries the students had been 

given, which they felt did not specifically tell them about the use of task words in 

their subject.  On the same day, a group of direct entrant students from the 

same course came to an appointment and a similar discussion took place. These 

interactions seeded doubt on my part. If two quite disparate groups shared the 

same interpretation (rather, misinterpretation) of key assessment terms, and 

could not arrive at a clear understanding of these terms through glossaries and 

study skills materials, then what did that mean? For the Chinese students, the 

author initially questioned whether it was an outcome of linguistic 

misunderstanding. There was also a question of what other factors, in terms of 

their academic experience, might have impacted on both groups. To explore this, 

a qualitative, interpretive approach was used in the form of a series of cascading 

focus groups. This was an original idea from the author and the ‘cascading’ in this 

context referring to the focus groups moving between individual groups of a) 

home students, b) Chinese students, c) English-speaking background lecturers 

and, d) Chinese-speaking background lecturers. Chinese groups were provided 

with a Chinese-speaking facilitator and the focus groups were conducted in 

Chinese. Each group was recorded, transcribed by the authors and a Chinese 

translator (in the case of the Chinese groups), and then analysed. Results were 

collated and presented for discussion to the next groups where all students were 
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cascaded into one group and all lecturers into another. The final cascaded group 

contained all the participants together.  

The author initiated the project after the encounter with the two groups of 

students described above and following an initial literature search into the area 

of task words. The second author was invited to participate as both had worked 

together professionally and shared similar perspectives on student support and 

language. This was the start of a fruitful collaboration where we take turns in 

being lead author, according to turn-taking or whoever raises an original idea to 

explore further, with all work divided equally. The process of transcribing (lasting 

on average 90 minutes for each) was time consuming and, at times, frustrating 

(especially as I am dyslexic), but leaving it to someone else may have resulted in 

a less meaningful engagement with the data. This has been our continued 

approach for subsequent research projects. 

The student research participants reported that when they sought to discover 

the meaning of specific task words they would be referred to dictionaries, study 

skills books and handouts in the form of glossaries of terms. They did not find 

this particularly useful. From a review of multiple university support sites and 

study skills resources, it was found that the definitions for the common 

assessment task words were congruent, whereas when lecturers were asked to 

define the task words the interpretations provided significantly varied. This led to 

the consideration of the different elements that impact on meaning, and the 

development of the notion that meaning can be actively negotiated in a 

dialogical process depending on context.  

4.2.2. Theoretical Start Point 

Some authors, including Dundas, Maclennan, & Musselbrook, (2000), have 

focused on the transition to university and how students from different 

backgrounds may struggle with the specific discourse and language of university 

(McNicol, 2004). Some highlight the need to explicitly teach or scaffold task 

words and terms. Bakhtin (1981, p. 293) suggests that all words have the "taste" 
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of a profession, a genre, a tendency, a party, a particular work, a particular 

person, an age group, the day and hour. Each word tastes of the context and 

contexts in which it has lived, its socially charged life; all words and forms are 

populated by intentions. Contextual overtones are inevitable in the word.  

This publication is not unique in raising concerns about students’ interpretation 

of common task words and other academic terms, and a number of ‘solutions’ to 

these issues have been suggested in the literature. Williams (2005, p. 168) notes 

that in order to overcome these differences, lecturers in other subjects had 

“developed handouts that explain what common assessment verbs mean”. 

Nevertheless, these handouts are also glossaries; for example: “Discuss: present 

reasoned arguments for and against the proposition (consider, explore, cf. 

Evaluate)” (Miller et al., 1998, p. 107). Miller et al. (1998, p. 105) correctly note 

that “naturally many of the words have different meanings when used in other 

contexts”, but they do not identify the specific ways in which different meanings 

can arise. The publication highlights that language is not fixed in time and place 

and that the meanings of words can vary greatly over time between individuals 

and contexts of use. Glossaries of terms are fixed in time and place and do not 

help students greatly.  

4.2.3. Contribution to Theory and Understanding 

The strength of this work is the impact it had on the authors, research 

participants, the journal editor and the wider academic community. For the 

authors, the process led to a rethink of the provision of learning support in their 

own professional practice, learning approaches, and the tools and assessments 

that inform these approaches. It also introduced the work of Bakhtin, which was 

to prove key to future research. This research process and the writing of the 

publication led to a greater insight into the provision of support for student 

learning and the nature of study skills. The publication posits that a process of 

dialogism can be used between lecturer and student to negotiate a clearer 

meaning and understanding of key terms. Guidance is offered in the form of 
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suggested questions to stimulate dialogue. These practical examples show how 

essential it is that such a process occurs within the discipline-specific context. 

This research can be seen as pivotal to the direction of this thesis. The approach 

to supporting students’ understanding of assessment task words and skills 

through the provision of glossaries and handouts was questioned and a step was 

made towards an approach in alignment with an IS perspective for the 

development of support for student success. Yet, at the same time, this 

approach was still primarily linguistic and text-based, as words and phrases were 

removed from their context for analysis. The publication included a set of 

suggested questions for lecturers to adapt to their subject discipline which, from 

the position of developed theoretical hindsight, might be seen to be removed 

from context. It did, however, recognise the changeability and fluidity of the 

meaning of words and the importance of context, which is a theme that 

continued to be explored and developed in subsequent research and 

publications. 

The editor of the Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education (QSE), in which the 

article was published, suggested that the findings had an impact on his approach 

to teaching and learning and how he supported his students through the ‘anti-

glossary’ approach. This publication led to an invitation to present the research 

at the Internationalisation of Pedagogy and Curriculum in Higher Education: 

Exploring New Frontiers conference (HEA/UKCISA Teaching International 

Students (TIS) project conference in partnership with the Centre for Academic 

Practice and Research in Internationalisation (CAPRI), and the Centre for 

Internationalised Curriculum and Networking (CICIN), University of Warwick, 16-

17 June 2011) and, subsequently, to an invitation to write an article for the 

Higher Education Academy. This is, in turn, led to many requests for papers from 

researchers and colleagues in other institutions in the UK and abroad. At the 

request of colleagues in other institutions, the findings from this research were 

used to facilitate a variety of academic and professional development sessions in 
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several places including: Greenwich University, National Taiwan University, 

Edinburgh University, Stirling University, St Andrews University, Glasgow 

Caledonian University and Herriot Watt University (see appendix 7.3).  

Funding grants from the Scottish Government Widening Access Fund to develop 

digital materials to support non-traditional entrants to HE was awarded on the 

basis of this publication. This fund was also used to employ and supervise a 

student intern for the project and with this student’s help three videos were 

created, which were used in the presentations and workshops given at other 

universities.  

As of 25/10/17 there have been 212 downloads of this article from the journal 

home page. 
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4.3. Discuss, Analyse, Define… Non-Traditional Students Come to Terms with 

Cultures of Learning in the UK 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. (2013). ‘Discuss, analyse, define… non-traditional 
students come to terms with cultures of learning, in the UK’. Researching 
Intercultural Learning: Investigations in Language and Education, 135-151. 

4.3.1. Background and Research Approach 

This publication can be seen as a result of the impact of the previous publication 

discussed. In the process of transcribing and translating the Chinese recordings 

from the focus groups, the professional translator became engaged in the 

subject matter as she is an academic with a research and publishing background 

in the field of language and cultures of learning. The authors met with the 

translator to discuss the publication and were invited to contribute a chapter to a 

book. The findings from the research project were revisited and the author 

conducted a further literature and desk search into the area of cultural 

differences in learning. The publication first discusses the approaches to study 

skills, as outlined in the literature review above, and then it introduces the 

concept of dialogue as a means to support learning experiences for both home 

and international direct-entrance students. As the theme of the book is 

intercultural learning, the editors were particularly interested in the perspectives 

on learning of the Chinese students interviewed rather than the non-traditional 

direct-entry students.  

In this paper, the metaphor of different journeys is used to illustrate the routes 

students may take before university. For the traditional students (route 1) the 

students were seen as taking a bus straight to university from school that stops 

at year one. For the non-traditional students (route 2) their journey takes them 

to other places (work, tertiary college) before it arrives at university and stops 

either at year one, two, three or four. It is also possible for these students to be 

the first in their family (first generation) to go to university. For the international 

students (route 3), students arrive by plane rather than bus, and are flown into 

an unfamiliar environment to start in either year one, two, three or four.  
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Direct entrants are students who enter the later years of a degree programme 

without having completed earlier ones; possibly, they articulate into the second, 

third or fourth university year from a tertiary college or go directly into a later 

year because their prior learning is recognised. Students could also be 

transferred from universities in other countries, as many UK universities now 

have joint international degree programmes in which the first two or three years 

of study are, for example, in a university in China or India, with the remaining 

year or two completed in Britain for a British degree or sometimes a joint UK 

qualification with the university in their home country. However, there are other 

types of ‘non-traditional’ students in the UK: ‘mature’ students entering 

university aged over 25, students from lower socio-economic backgrounds, or 

first-generation undergraduates who are the first in their family to study at 

university.  

4.3.2 Theoretical Start Point 

The various interpretations of assessment task words uncovered in the previous 

publication were revisited to investigate cultures of learning (traditional vs. non-

traditional) for direct entrants and the assumptions that may be made by 

teaching staff in respect to these cultures. The previous publication and this one 

continues to develop the theory that home students and international students 

may not be able to use glossaries and study skills materials as the students will 

encounter different words that develop and change over time. Following the 

‘dialogicality’ approach, students and lecturers engage in dialogue. This approach 

acknowledges a ‘deficit’ in student knowledge, which needs to be reduced 

through dialogue. This approach is arguably the most effective for non-

traditional students, as it helps counter connotations of elitism associated with 

learning (Freire, cited in Clark, 2002). Establishing a context for such dialogue and 

identifying areas for its focus reveals much about current cultures of learning in 

the United Kingdom and about how to engage students and teachers in 

constructive dialogue. 
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4.3.3. Contribution to Theory and Understanding 

This and the previous publication contribute the proposal that there is a need for 

more dialogue between students and lecturers to ensure that understandings of 

what is required are mutual. It also had, along with the previous publication, a 

direct impact on the author’s work in supporting student learning and success, 

including students from diverse backgrounds. The author used, and continues to 

develop, the dialogic approach when discussing learning issues with students and 

colleagues.   
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4.4. Avoiding Dialogues of Non-Discovery Through Promoting Dialogues of 

Discovery 

Richards, K, & Pilcher, N (2015) ‘Avoiding dialogues of non-discovery through 
promoting dialogues of discovery’ Dialogic Pedagogy Journal.  

4.4.1. Background and Research Approach 

This publication is derived from a paper presented (by the author of this thesis 

and co-author in absentia) at a conference: The Fourth 

International Interdisciplinary Conference on Perspectives and Limits of 

Dialogism in Mikhail Bakhtin “Dialogue at the Boundaries", University of 

Waikatao, Wednesday 15th – Friday 17th January 2014. This publication signifies a 

theoretical and conceptual change in research and analysis with the introduction 

of Voloshinov’s (1973) conceptualisation of AO and IS approaches to language, 

which the author adapted as a lens for consideration of student learning 

approaches. This was a direct result of the author’s attendance and presentation 

at the conference mentioned above. The paper prepared by the authors was well 

received and led to meetings and discussions with influential Bakhtinian and 

Voloshinovian academics and researchers from around the world.  

The research for the conference presentation involved re-visiting and 

reinterpreting the data used in the previous publication (project/data set one), 

which continued the diffractive continual reading and re-reading of data (Mazzei, 

2014). Further secondary and desk research conducted equally by both authors 

considered the Bakhtinian (1981) theory of dialogue with a focus on the concepts 

of dialogues of discovery and dialogues of non-discovery (Buber (1947) and 

Bohm (1996)). This was made possible by what Wright Mills (1959, p. 232) 

describes as an ability to “shift from one perspective to another” that the 

authors experienced as a direct result of this author’s attendance at the 

conference. The diffractive re-reading of the research data from project one, the 

consideration of further secondary sources (Buber (1947) and Bohm (1996), for 

example), and the discussions with conference attendees all led to the 

consequent journal publication. 
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4.4.2. Theoretical Start Point 

Dialogues of discovery could be categorised into the following areas: educational 

and literacy-based, socio-economic, linguistic, and philosophical. The author’s 

dialogues of discovery consist of two dialogues. Firstly, a dialogue involving the 

data collection that explored the research questions in the initial project, and 

secondly, an ongoing discursive and reflective dialogue within the academic 

community exploring their reactions to the results. A review of the original event 

of meeting the Chinese students and direct entrants to discuss coursework led to 

a consideration of the dialogic process (Bakhtin, 1982). The dialogue with these 

students represented a turning point in the approaches taken to help students 

and shows how the author as a practitioner moved forward from previous 

subjectivities to help promote ‘dialogues of discovery’ as opposed to ‘dialogues 

of non-discovery’, where dialogue takes place but nothing new or useful is 

discovered by the participants. At the level of the utterance and the word, the 

language used in such dialogues is similar to what Bakhtin (1986, p. 88) would 

call “neutral”, in the sense of belonging to “nobody”. Although the word may 

give the impression of being “another’s word” or “my word” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 

88), it is nevertheless removed from its “actual context” (Voloshinov, 1973, p. 35) 

of the subject discipline and the task actually set by the lecturer. 

In a ‘dialogue of discovery’, the words and utterances are relevant to the 

addresser and addressee and both are actively listening and engaging in dialogue 

(Bakhtin, 1986). Thus, the words and utterances are genuine (Buber, 1947) and 

lead to the questioning of previously held assumptions, which is essential for 

dialogue (Bohm, 1996). This dialogue revealed the existence of multiple linguistic 

and cultural understandings of assessment terms that could only be understood 

through dialogue that was genuine and technical (Buber, 1947), and where 

previous assumptions had to be suspended (Bohm, 1996). Therefore, the 

dialogue came to be one of discovery, as the words were ‘owned’ more by both 

the students and the adviser, rather than being neutral (cf. Bakhtin, 1986). 
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A significant point to be taken from this publication is that it is often wrongly 

assumed that students will know, and should know, what is expected of them 

from assessment terms.  Further, the worst approach to helping students who 

ask about such terms is to direct them to a glossary or a dictionary. In the case of 

the original dialogue with Chinese and direct entrant students, the dialogue 

those students had with their lecturers was one of non-discovery and monologic 

utterances (Buber, 1947).  The dialogue could not be genuine or technical as 

assumptions were made of the students’ knowledge and understanding (Bohm, 

1996). Directing students to resources such as glossaries and study skills 

handouts is decontextualised monologue using neutralised words (Bakhtin, 

1981). While initially assumed effective by both student and lecturer, as both can 

believe that something has been said or read to help, this decontextualised help 

is a part of a series of monologic utterances rather than genuine or technical 

dialogue (Buber, 1947). 

4.4.3. Contribution to Theory and Understanding 

This publication was developed from the presentation given at the Bakhtin 

conference. The presentation was well attended, and the attendees included a 

number of key academics and researchers in the field of Bakhtin and 

Voloshinov pedagogic research, including Karin Junefelt and Robert Fecho. 

Junefelt and Fecho approached the author after the presentation and the 

resultant dialogues at the conference (continued through email exchanges) led 

to suggestions to consider Voloshinov’s work. This led to reading of the AO 

and IS approaches to language and learning that were used in the publication 

and led to a continuation in the author’s own shift towards an increased focus 

on the place of dialogues of discovery with students and colleagues to 

negotiate meaning of task words and other subject-specific terminologies and 

approaches. This re-assessment of existing approaches to supporting student 

learning and success also resulted in the development of a series of workshops 

with academic colleagues in a number of universities – for example, see 

Appendix 7.3. A direct consequence of this re-assessment of approaches 
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resulted in a new research project (Project Two) exploring the nature of 

English in subject-specific contexts. 

An exchange of ideas and emails with a Korean academic led to an agreement 

to produce a chapter in a book targeted at Korean academics new to teaching 

in EMI. It also led to the initiation of a collaborative research project. This 

author believes that the final publication and impetus for further research and 

collaboration was made possible through the opportunity for dialogues of 

discovery presented by attendance at the conference. Prior to this, the 

limitation of the previous research was that it was still primarily linguistic and 

text-based, as words and phrases were removed from their context for 

analysis. This publication went beyond this and enabled the author to view the 

provision of student learning and support from the AO and IS perspective. 

Although the primary focus and direction of the research moved towards 

subject-specific contexts in terms of student learning support, there were also 

invitations to contribute chapters to books such as the following publication. 
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4.5. Deconstructing ‘Mono’-Lingualism: Considerations of Value for ‘English’ 

‘Language’ Education in a Global Setting 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. (2015). Deconstructing ‘Mono’-lingualism: 
Considerations of Value for ‘English’ ‘Language’ Education in a Global Setting.’ In 
Wong, L. T., & In Dubey-Jhaveri, A. (2015). English language education in a global 
world: Practices, issues and challenges. 

4.5.1. Background and Research Approach 

This publication, in the form of a book chapter, is the result of an invitation from 

the book’s editors Wong and Dubey-Jhaveri to contribute to a collection of 

chapters considering the theme of English language in the modern world.  On 

one hand, this represented an invitation to return to both researchers’ linguistic 

roots, while, on the other hand, it provided a forum to bring newly-developing 

concepts and ideas to language study, such as the abovementioned concept that 

language is not fixed and depends largely on context. The aim of this chapter was 

to propose a move to the concept that language is unique to the individual and, 

therefore, new approaches to teaching are needed as monolingualism may be a 

category error in the sense that it is a concept ‘in which a property is ascribed to 

a thing that could not possibly have that property’ (Restivo, 2013, p. 175) and 

may not exist. 

The data from the previous research were revisited and reread diffractively. 

Furthermore, both authors engaged with further reading of secondary sources 

and desk research considering the nature of monolingualism. As part of the 

research process, the authors reviewed a number of currently used English 

language textbooks. The publication posits that a literacy-based approach should 

be considered for teaching, alongside existing textbooks, grammars and lexis, 

with this approach being underpinned by a theoretical and philosophical 

grounding that shows genuine language is alive and conscious, aiming towards 

language used in different contexts.  It is anticipated that rejection of the 

concept of monolingualism will liberate teachers, students and developers from 

the pressure of seeking to reach the unattainable pinnacle of an English 
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monolingual ideal. The work argues that to teach, participate in, and develop 

classes that focus on language as consciousness makes the process and 

experience of learning the language come to life, because that is how language is 

used. 

4.5.2. Theoretical Start Point 

If language is unique to the individual (Volshonov, 1973) then ‘native speaker’ 

and ‘monolingual’ as reifiable entities is a category error. The authors argue that 

this is the case given the huge variety in English, but, more importantly, in the 

sense that the reason for such variety is that language constitutes individual 

consciousness. It is argued that language is consciousness (Voloshinov, 1973), 

and thus it is individual and formed through dialogue (Bakhtin, 2010), which 

cannot be fixed and written down in an ideal ‘form’ to be taught and learned 

(contra. Chomsky 1972; Halliday & Hasan, 1989; Saussure, 1959).  

4.5.3 Contribution to Theory and Understanding 

This publication further explores Voloshinov’s argument that language is 

consciousness and individually formed through dialogue. In this publication it is 

argued that genuine language use is only present when the language used by 

individuals is connected to, and constitutive of, consciousness. This argument is 

extended to English language teaching and it is suggested that a literacy-based 

context for English language teaching, learning, and materials development 

provides this. The authors argue such a literacy-based context provides the 

motivation for, and reason for, learners to use the English language, as it is 

identical to how they use any language. If it is alive and conscious, different 

approaches are needed for teaching. There are implications for the provision of 

support for student learning as if language is determined by context in order to 

come alive the same can be said for the provision of supporting student learning. 

The findings contributed to further consideration of what English actually is in 

terms of subject-specific context. If English differs and changes in different 
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contexts, this has potential implications for the teaching of EAP, how it is 

assessed, and the value of the tools commonly used to compile materials for 

supporting student learning and success. This led the authors to consider English 

in the subject, EAP, corpus linguistics and IELTS in further publications.   
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4.6. An Individual Subjectivist Critique of the use of Corpus Linguistics to Inform 

Pedagogical Materials 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. (2016). An individual subjectivist critique of the use of 
corpus linguistics to inform pedagogical materials. Dialogic Pedagogy: An 
International Online Journal, 4. 

4.6.1. Background and Research Approach 

The process of preparing and writing the publication appraised in section 4.5 and 

the previous publications contributed to an ongoing paradigmatic shift in the 

author’s understanding of how student learning and success is best supported, as 

well as how to best approach the design and development of supporting 

materials. The introduction of Voloshinov’s concepts of AO and IS approaches to 

learning resulted in a return to the original research data for diffractive reading 

and the conducting of a new research project to investigate the nature of English 

in subject-discipline contexts. Thus, a series of interviews and focus groups were 

arranged with participant lecturers from four different subject disciplines. 

Qualitative, interpretive analysis was then done of the data from the interviews 

and focus groups. The authors conducted further secondary source and desk 

research into the nature of ‘English’ and ‘subject’ and then each author 

conducted the same number of interviews, transcribed these interviews and 

together analysed the interview data to create a visual representation of the 

findings. This representation took the form of an iceberg as the tip, with another 

deeper level illustrating the English that all lecturers and others could see, and 

with the deeper elements representing the paradigmatic hearts of subjects 

beneath the water. The target was not a specific linguistic goal concerning the 

nature of English, but rather to identify what holistic productive and receptive 

abilities students in different subject-specific contexts required for that subject.  

The initial interviews used a simple tool in the form of a sheet of paper with the 

word ‘English’ in the middle surrounded by ‘Reading’, ‘Writing’, ‘Speaking’ and 

‘Listening’. Lecturers were asked to consider this and talk about each category in 

terms of what their students would need in order to succeed. Focus groups were 
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then conducted by both authors with mixed discipline groups of interviewees 

considering the nature of the English of their subject. Following this, each author 

transcribed the focus group recordings and together conducted further 

diffractive reading and re-reading of the data. The results were first used to 

critically reflect on corpus linguistics, which is commonly used to identify key 

academic words and phrases to be used to compile lists for teaching EAP and 

ESP. The authors felt that this could only be done guided by the fundamental AO 

belief that language is comprised of a closed linguistic system with the only 

linguistic connections between the words and the text. This publication 

reconsiders of the value of using such tools that remove words and phrases from 

the subject-specific context. 

4.6.2. Theoretical Start Point 

The theory is that, if language is fixed, it can be removed, studied and turned into 

lists. But, if it is not fixed, as the previous research demonstrates, it cannot. 

Similar words can be understood in different ways according to context. 

Approaches such as corpus linguistics remove words to create lists and for 

materials creation and there has been little critique of this approach. As Vygotsky 

(1962, p. 120) notes, “the meaning of a word represents such a close amalgam of 

thought and language that it is hard to tell whether it is a phenomenon of speech 

or a phenomenon of thought”. Through an IS lens, it is suggested that removing 

language from its original subject-specific context for analysis limits the impact of 

materials created for supporting student learning. The gathering together of a 

large body of texts to be fed into a computer and analysed for ‘frequency’ 

(McEnery & Hardie, 2012) aligns with an AO view that the language is stable and 

immutable, and that is it constructed from a system within a given, closed 

linguistic system. Only by being grounded in such a view would corpus linguistics 

be able to assume that what it was counting was indeed countable (Richards and 

Pilcher, 2016). It can be argued that these terms and words should not be 

removed for analysis but instead studied within their context where meaning can 

be negotiated. 
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4.6.3. Contribution to Theory and Understanding 

There was little critique of corpus linguistics until this publication. The 

publication further argues that words removed for the creation of lists and then 

used in study skills materials and classes are removed from the context of the 

subject discipline. When this is done, it can be argued that the English of the 

subject is being removed for study, rather than studying the English within the 

subject. The complexity and critical importance of context is further highlighted 

in this publication, which contributed to the professional practice of the authors 

and led to further rethinking about how students are supported in their learning 

through approaches such as EAP and AL, as well as how they are assessed as 

ready for study (e.g. IELTS). A limitation encountered in the research process was 

that the lecturers in interviews and focus groups (to some extent) could not, 

initially, identify what English was key for their subjects. This may have been 

because they know their subject but are not usually expected to know what 

English is key to the subject they teach. This led to a different approach in 

research project four, where an object (a colourful teapot) was successfully used 

as a physical portal to create a context for dialogue. 

The findings were also used to present a conference paper at IATEFL ESP-SIG in 

Athens (2017) with the intention of creating genuine dialogue around the issue 

of the importance of using contextualised language in relation to corpus 

linguistics. A limitation from this is that perhaps the message was not clear 

enough, or readily accepted in the language and linguistic community, with one 

question from the audience asking why this was being researched given how 

widely the corpus linguistics approach was used and how, at that particular 

conference, there were several presentations given based on data gathered 

using corpus linguistics. Furthermore, the notion of lack of context was 

contested, as corpus linguistics uses co-text to create context. However, when 

‘co-text’ was investigated further through secondary sources, instead of finding 

elements similar to what had been presented (key psychological and ideological 

elements underpinning the text, as discussed in the publication), it was found 
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that ‘co-text’ referred to accompanying text or words surrounding a word that 

are meant to provide meaning (Stubbs, 2001). These words are still removed 

from the subject-specific context. The authors were unable to attend the 

conference in person, so the organisers invited us to present through a real-time 

video link . This raised another limitation for the author, as it was felt that the 

author as presenter was still physically outside of the context of the conference 

and could not adequately engage in dialogue with attendees.  

The paper has been read 95 times (ResearchGate as of 25/10/17) and has been 

cited thrice. 
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4.7. The Paradigmatic Hearts of Subjects Which Their ‘English’ Flows Through 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. (2016) ‘The Paradigmatic hearts of subjects which their 
‘English’ flows through’ Higher Education Research and Development (HERD) 

4.7.1. Background and Research Approach 

The importance of subject-specific context demonstrated the potentially 

different interpretations of how words, phrases and discourses might be 

interpreted in different contexts. The research (project three) used for informing 

this publication set out to explore what constitutes the specific English of a 

subject and found that each subject had a paradigmatic heart through which a 

unique English flowed. Research project three consisted of qualitative, 

interpretive analysis of data from focus groups and interviews. This began with 

interviews with lecturers from four different subject areas and then in focus 

groups made up of a mixture of different subject-discipline lecturers discussing 

the nature of English for their subjects. This is described in 4.6.1. Other studies 

considering the ‘English’ for subjects, such as corpus and genre studies, typically 

rely on data gathering from bodies of spoken or written text removed from the 

context of the subject (Gardner & Nesi, 2013; Lea & Street, 1998; Hyland, 2013), 

while the research for this publication used interviews and focus groups, so 

uncovering the equal importance of other elements of ‘English’ in the 

paradigmatic heart of specific subjects.  

Following the interviews, where it was initially thought that the lecturers might 

struggle with identifying what English was key to their subject, it was decided 

when conducting the diffractive reading and re-reading of the transcripts that a 

visual representation of the findings would be beneficial for focus groups. A 

graphic representation of an iceberg was decided on as it was found that the 

English initially identified by the lecturers could be seen in all subject disciplines. 

Beneath this was a meso layer of language and discourse, which might be found 

under the surface through more traditional approaches, including corpus 

linguistics. The final, hidden layer was of greatest significance as it can be 
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considered the true paradigmatic heart that can only be seen and defined by the 

subject-specific context.   

4.7.2. Theoretical Start Point 

The starting theory developed from the previous publication is that language 

would be used differently in different contexts. From this the idea was developed 

that key psychological and ideological elements underpin language. For this 

publication, ‘paradigmatic heart’ was defined as the set of values, beliefs and 

perceptions that represent the central or innermost engine of a subject. Each 

subject has a unique, paradigmatic heart that might be ‘visual’, ‘empathetic’, or 

‘numerical’, for example; through these hearts flows the English of the subject.  

By implication, the ‘English’ of the subject will live or function differently if 

removed from its paradigmatic heart for, as Vygotsky (1962, p. 120) notes, “the 

meaning of a word represents such a close amalgam of thought and language 

that it is hard to tell whether it is a phenomenon of speech or a phenomenon of 

thought”. 

The findings in the literature review suggest that, if subject disciplines are 

unique (as argued in this publication), then the English in them should also be 

seen to be unique to that subject context. The English, or paradigmatic heart, 

cannot, therefore, be removed to reduce to language features for analysis, 

nor can it be easily used to create study skills materials as the English of the 

subject-specific disciplines are not immutable. 

4.7.3. Contribution to Theory and Understanding 

This process of researching and writing this publication can be seen as pivotal for 

the author as it enabled him to engage with the support of students and lecturer 

colleagues in greater depth within the subject-specific context and to move 

beyond the linguistic-based analysis of words and texts removed from the 

subject-specific context. This publication further explores the context of subject 

through Volshinov (1973), Bakhtin (1981, 1986) and Vygotsky’s (1962) linking of 
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language and thought. Similar to previous publications, it was found that if 

English is removed from the context of the subject to be studied or to produce 

learning materials then it is the English itself that is being studied rather than the 

subject itself in the context of the English in that subject. Once the existence of 

unique, paradigmatic hearts of subjects were discovered, the author began to 

reconsider other elements and approaches to supporting student learning. One 

example of this is the realisation that approaches such as AL tend to focus 

primarily on text and text production, whereas the research for this publication 

exposed the paradigmatic hearts of subjects that suggest that text and text 

production are not as important as previously suggested. This led to the 

following publication which considers this.  

As a result of this publication, the author was asked by the Higher Education 

Research Development Society Australia (HERDSA) to review and feedback on 

three abstracts contributed to the Annual Conference 2017 that are proposals 

for papers to be presented.  

As identified in 4.6.3, a limitation in the research approach was that it was 

difficult to get subject-specific lecturers to identify the key elements of their 

subjects’ English. This, and the process of researching and writing this 

publication, had a direct impact on both authors’ approach to supporting student 

learning and their subsequent research approach.  

As of 25/10/17 there this paper has been downloaded 129 times from the 

journal website and cited thrice. 
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4.8. Academic Literacies: The Word is not Enough 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. (2017). Academic literacies: The word is not 
enough. Teaching in Higher Education, 1-16. 

4.8.1. Background and Research Approach 

The data used for this publication comes from further interpretive, diffractive 

analysis of the previous two research project data and a focus on the research 

from research project three, as discussed in 4.6.1. The authors conducted 

further, secondary source reading into the AL approach, and desk-based research 

was also conducted. The focus of the research was on lecturers and this is 

discussed in 3.1. Previous project findings and secondary source reading 

suggested that approaches to supporting student learning, such as EAP and AL, 

focus almost exclusively on text production and a table compiled by the author 

of fifteen research articles concerning EAP and AL highlights this focus (Pilcher & 

Richards, 2017 p. 3). However, the research conducted for this publication 

suggests that writing and text production are just one element key to student 

success and these varied greatly depending on subject-specific contexts.  

4.8.2. Theoretical Start Point 

As discussed in 4.7, it was found that there were key non-textual elements within 

each of the subject areas analysed and, in some cases, the non-textual elements 

such as ‘empathy’, ‘the visual’ and ‘non-verbal’ were features not revealed 

through text. Rather than prioritising text, AL approaches can help develop 

student learning and success more effectively by holistically considering other 

non-textual, elements. The publication is broadly supportive of the AL approach, 

but questions are raised concerning context and the focus on text production, 

suggesting that support for student learning needs to be developed more 

holistically within subject-specific contexts. 

The literature review identified that authors such as Coleman, (2016) argue that 

AL do recognise the importance of no-text elements, but that these elements are 

not given much attention in comparison to the focus on written text. It is noted 
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that AL recognise activities outside of text but, as Lillis and Scott (2007, p. 11) 

suggest, these activities are used to show how this works in the creation of texts. 

Furthermore, although it has been acknowledged that AL do “not focus merely 

on assessed writing” (Lea, 2004, p. 739), this publication suggests that the main 

concern is most often on activities and materials that are intended to help 

improve writing skills (e.g. Coleman, 2016). Thus, studying texts and embedding 

AL in subject disciplines helps students to succeed. Indeed, AL have made a 

significant contribution to helping students produce written text. 

For example, for the subjects of nursing and design, once student success is 

studied holistically, a number of elements are revealed that can strengthen and 

enhance AL approaches. They clearly confirm that written texts are important, 

and that AL has done indispensable work to help students with written text 

production. It is argued that they also show that by exploring student success 

holistically, rather than focusing on written texts or the production of written 

texts alone, key elements are revealed that underpin and inform written text 

production. Awareness of these elements also contextualises the role of written 

texts within that of other elements in overall student success. 

4.8.3. Contribution to Theory and Understanding 

This paper was of particular relevance to the author as the learning support he 

provides is conducted within the Schools of Computing, Engineering and Creative 

Industries, all of which have programmes of study that use non-text-based 

assessments and learning approaches frequently. The publication’s focus on AL 

can also be shifted to other approaches to learning support, such as study skills, 

EAP and ESP. Within these paradigms, a significant amount of resources, 

materials and teaching are focused on text generation almost exclusively. 

Furthermore, this text generation can be seen to be part of an approach that is 

partially of the AO trend, without the focus being on subject-specific learning and 

assessment, or a more IS trend. 
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As identified in 4.6.3, a limitation in the research approach was that it was 

difficult to have subject-specific lecturers identify the key elements of their 

subject’s English. This, and the process of researching and writing this 

publication, had a direct impact on both authors’ approaches to supporting 

student learning and their subsequent research. In the case of working with 

design lecturers to develop their students’ ability to critique and evaluate design 

objects, the author of this thesis took a physical object in the form of a brightly-

coloured teapot to the lecture and tutorials. This is discussed in the final 

publication critique.  
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4.9. Challenging Power Invested in the International English Language Testing 

System (IELTS): Why Determining ‘English’ Preparedness Needs to Be 

Undertaken Within the Subject Context 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. (2017). Challenging the power invested in the 
International English Language Testing System (IELTS): Why determining ‘English’ 
preparedness needs to be undertaken within the subject context. Power and 
Education, 9(1), 3-17. 

4.9.1. Background and Research Approach 

In the article (Pilcher & Richards, 2017 p. 4), it is noted that a website that is 

linked through the British Council states: 

IELTS is the world’s most popular English language test for 
higher education and global migration. IELTS is accepted by 
over 9,000 organisations worldwide including universities, 
employers, immigration authorities and professional 
bodies. Over 2.2 million IELTS tests were taken globally last 
year.  

(Future Learn, 2015) 

This highlights the widespread use of the IELTS test, not only for level of English 

ability and preparedness to study in university but also its increasing use to 

assess the language ability and suitability of native English speakers applying to 

emigrate to countries such as Australia and Canada (Kenny, 2015). 

The research for and writing of this publication is, again, pivotal as the limitation 

of the previous research (difficulty in creating dialogue around the subject-

specific context of English) led to the approach used here. This research (data set 

4) used to inform this publication is interpretive and it uses further diffractive 

analysis from the previous research projects. Secondary research in the form of 

research articles on the subject of IELTS and other tests, and examination of 

official IELTS test guides and textbooks designed to assist students in preparing 

for the test, are also used. The research process involved presenting a teapot as 

a physical portal to establish context and dialogue, as described in 3.2.4, and also 

in 4.6.4 and table 3. This was an original idea proposed by the author that had 
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been previously successfully used in teaching and learning support practice. 

Interviewees (lecturers) had the teapot presented to them and were asked how 

their students might evaluate and describe this object in their subject discipline. 

4.9.2. Theoretical Start Point 

If, as the previous publications suggest, English within the subject-specific 

context is unique, then this further raises the question of how students are 

determined to be prepared for studying at university. This is seen in the use of 

tests commonly used by universities in the UK, such as IELTS, to test student 

preparedness for study at university. As indicated in the literature review, 

authors such as Turner (2004) argue that an appropriate IELTS score 

demonstrates that the student has English equivalent to the English needed 

for study in a UK HEI and recruitment to institutions in the UK is often based 

on this assumption. If there exists an assumption that IELTS scores represent 

preparedness, it may be assumed that content and language are separate 

entities, and that the English is fundamental to academic achievement and 

can be assessed and supported as an abstract, objective entity (Voloshinov et 

al., 1973). Therefore, HEIs assume that the ‘English’ of IELTS equates to the 

‘English’ needed for study at a HEI. They may assume that ‘English’ is an 

abstract, objective entity that can be removed for testing and teaching. This 

summative approach (Jessop, 2017) to the assessment of the English used for 

IELTs can be argued to be assessing only the English of IELTS rather than the 

subject-specific and contextualised English needed for success in 

communication in a student’s subject of choice. 

This publication is a continuation in the development of the theoretical base 

gained from the research and publications that each subject has its own 

subjective context and that this is the same for IELTS. In this publication, the 

authors suggest that language tests, such as IELTS, remove words, phrases and so 

on from the context of their subject and so are testing IELTS English rather than 

the English of the subject the student is preparing to enter. This publication 
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continues the development of theory from the IS approach, with the main 

theoretical focus being that English is specific to the subject-specific context, 

there are individual and unique ideological and psychological elements of English 

within subjects, and that non-textual elements exist and are an integral part of 

subjects.   

4.9.3. Contribution to Theory and Understanding 

This publication follows on from the findings in 4.2, which argued that language 

is not fixed in time and place and that the meanings of words and phrases can 

vary greatly over time, between individuals and contexts of use. Publication 4.4 

came from the diffractive re-reading of findings through a Bakhtin/Voloshinov 

lens, leading to a new research approach and publication in the form of the 

publication in 4.6. This research added to the development of the author’s 

theoretical base that English differs in different subjects, as is shown in 4.7 which 

further explores the context of subject through Voloshinov and Bakhtin and 

Vygotsky’s (1962) linking of language and thought. If English is removed from the 

subject to be studied or to produce learning materials, then the English is being 

studied rather than the subject. The publication discussed in section 4.8 

continues to use the concept of paradigmatic hearts within subjects, and is 

mostly supportive of the approach, although it raises questions concerning 

context and the focus on text production. It is suggested that student learning 

should be developed more holistically.  

It was found that there was criticism of IELTS within existing research, with some 

claiming a low correlation between academic performance and IELTS scores 

(Kerstjens & Nery, 2001); others arguing that a higher IELTS score is needed 

(Muller, 2015); and that an IELTS score alone is not enough and that students 

should also attend EAP classes and a pre-sessional language courses (Harris, 

2014) – yet universities in the UK mostly assume that IELTS is representative of 

preparedness. It was also found that IELTS had developed its own unique 

vocabulary and approaches to reading, writing, listening and speaking and that a 
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wide variety of materials have been created for students to study in preparation 

for their IELTS test. The authors argue that IELTS not only removes English from 

the subject context but also creates its own, unique English of IELTS to be tested 

rather than the English of the subject. Before the interviews began, the author of 

this thesis had concerns about the ability of the teapot to create a portal to 

dialogue in the context of the subject discipline, yet this was not found to be the 

case for this author and it was only the cause of a moment’s hesitation for one 

interviewee of the co-author. In all cases, the interviewees looked at the teapot, 

handled it, and immediately began to discuss it from a subject perspective. 

As of the 19th of December 2017, the article has been downloaded a total of 234 

times and (according to the journal site’s metrics) since April 2017 has been 

discussed positively in five active tweets. It has been used to support an article 

published in wonkhe (Pilcher & Richards, 2017) and forms the basis of an article 

under consideration for the education section of The Guardian newspaper. 
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4.10. Conclusion 

The main aim in providing this critical reflection of the provided publications is to 

identify the author’s unique contribution to the academic knowledge base in the 

field of supporting student learning and to show the intellectual development of 

his thinking. A significant element of this has been the development of research 

skills over time, which have been used through the development of the four 

research projects and data sets. The overview of this can be seen in Tables 2 and 

3. By doing this, the author has contributed to a greater understanding in the 

field of supporting student learning and in developing a theoretical and 

conceptual lens through the consideration of the existence of AO and IS 

approaches to supporting student learning. It has been argued and 

demonstrated through this work that English is specific to the subject-specific 

context, there are individual and unique ideological and psychological elements 

of English within subjects, and that non-textual elements exist and are an 

integral part of subjects. It has been further argued that current approaches to 

supporting student learning are situated within the AO approach. 

The theoretical base continues to be developed through ongoing research and 

writing for publication. This includes published articles (and a current book 

project) in the area of EMI, a publication under review concerning writing in 

university, and another under review further examining access to the 

paradigmatic hearts of subjects using a physical portal. The development of 

research skills can be seen in the progression from desk-based research to using 

interviews and focus groups and diffractive reading and re-reading in an 

interpretive analysis process.  

The concluding chapter of this thesis summarises and synthesises the 

contribution of the work to the academic body of knowledge in the area of 

supporting student learning. There is also a consideration of possible directions 

of further research and reflections on the limitations of the research approach.   
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5. Conclusions and Contribution to the Field of 

Supporting Student Learning 

5.1 Introduction 

As indicated in Chapter One, the aim of this thesis is to bring together the 

research and findings of a series of publications to demonstrate the author’s 

understanding and contribution to knowledge in the area of supporting student 

learning and to define and contextualise the contribution made in the field. This 

is done through the development of an illustration of how the research journey 

has developed (Figure 1) and the significance of Volshinov’s identification of AO 

and IS approaches to language and learning (Table 1). To present the analysis of 

the publications, a conceptual framework was created shown in Table 3. The first 

publication (Godfrey & Richards, 2006) is used as a representation of the starting 

point of the author’s research and conceptual development journey from a text-

focused, AO approach to one that is continually developing into a more holistic 

and IS approach to supporting student learning. The process of doing this in the 

form of this thesis has not been without challenges but has been of great 

assistance in the development of awareness of the research process and it has 

helped to frame the critical analysis of the publications presented here, as well as 

other previous and future contributions. 

5.2 Aims and Objectives of this Thesis 

The aim of this this thesis was to highlight and demonstrate the contribution 

made to understanding and knowledge in the field of supporting student 

learning through a critical reflection on the literature of the field through the 

developing of AO and IS lenses. It also identified and considered the 

development of learning support for students in HE in the UK through 

contextualised methodological approaches. This section considers the aims 

and objectives that were outlined in the Introduction (Chapter 1). 
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(1) Critical reflection on the literature, including the over-arching paradigms of 

AO and IS approaches.  

The aim of this PhD by publication is to articulate the author’s contribution to 

understanding and knowledge in the field of supporting student learning. This 

has enabled the author to return to previous sources and draw together a 

new range of debates within the literature associated with supporting student 

learning, culminating in an understanding of the existence of AO and IS 

approaches and the development of a conceptual framework for analysing 

student learning support approaches. Supporting student learning literature 

focuses on a range of dimensions, from the deficit and generic support 

through the provision of study skills workshops and materials (Leggett, 

Kinnear, Boyce & Bennett, 2004); scaffolded participation (Williams, 2005); 

providing an apprenticeship to university (Griffin, 2007; Yorke, 2003) and 

language support (Swales, 1990). The author introduces the process of 

dialogue, or ‘dialogism’ (Bakhtin, 1982; Marková & Linell, 2006), where 

students are supported through a process of negotiating the meaning of what 

is expected of them from within the context of the subject.  

(2) Evaluation of student learning support practices in the UK  

It was found that other authors focus on the institutional discourse of skills 

gaps (Court, 2004; Johnston, Knox, & MacLeod, 2005; McNicol, 2004); how 

students entering from non-traditional pathways such as college and 

international routes might lack familiarity with the discourse of the subject 

(e.g., Chapple & Tolley, 2000; Johnston, 2003; Skillen et al., 1999); and that 

academic lecturers might not be able to articulate what they would like 

students to know or do (Lillis & Scott, 2007). The literature also considers the 

response to the perceived skills gap in terms of universities establishing 

generic learning centres (Skillen et al., 1998) and embedded models, where 

academic skills are taught within the subject discipline (e.g. Skillen, Merten, 

Trivett, & Percy, 1998), as well as developing study skills materials for 
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students to apply to their subject context. Most of these approaches tend to 

focus on the creation of text in the form of academic writing. A number of 

student learning approaches have been developed, including EAP and AL, 

which, in turn, use methods such as corpus linguistics to create lists of words 

and phrases for teaching study skills and the creation of materials. Student 

preparedness for study at university is also assessed through tests such as 

IELTS. In the attached publications, these approaches have been critically 

reviewed through the lens of Voloshinov’s (1973) understanding of the AO 

and IS approaches to language and learning and it has been argued that 

English is not immutable, stable and removable for analysis and teaching in a 

generic EAP, literacies, and study skills contexts, and that this should instead 

be undertaken on an individual basis in each subject. That is to say, language 

and learning support for student success needs to focus on how these 

elements are undertaken in the specific subjects the students are studying. By 

doing this, the author considers that a contribution has been made to an 

understanding of the development of and influences on approaches to 

student learning, and this addresses the limitations of previous and existing 

approaches to supporting student learning and success.  

However, limitations are also recognised in this work. The initial research was 

limited to the focus on task words alone and how these can be used for text 

production, while the other research was limited by an inability to establish a 

link to the lecturers’ understanding of the English of their subject disciplines. 

Having said this, these are also strengths, as subsequent projects in the 

research journey developed into a more holistic Bakhtinian and Voloshinovian 

analysis of student learning approaches that resulted in the development of 

the author’s theoretical and conceptual framework. Another limitation is the 

range of subjects and the focus on one institution. This is supplemented 

through secondary sources, but may need further consideration. The 

conceptualisation of ‘subject’ may also be limiting as it was found the broad 

definition of one subject may include a diversity of individual disciplines 
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within which there are diverse approaches to learning and assessment. The 

subject discipline of engineering, for example, might include product design, 

materials, mechatronics, renewable energy, architecture and surveying and 

others. A further limitation is that the focus of the research has been on 

critiquing existing approaches to supporting student learning and developing 

an alternative theoretical base, but it does not give much consideration to the 

practicalities of how to implement and support innovative approaches to 

supporting student learning. A final limitation is that the author comes from a 

background of language, linguistics and pedagogy, yet is arguing for a more 

subject-specific, IS approach to supporting learning while working as a 

lecturer/academic adviser based within the School of Computing (and also 

covering the School of Engineering and Built Environment and the School of 

Creative Industries). This also can be seen as a strength in that the author, 

through the process of this research journey, has significantly changed his 

approach to supporting learning. The author actively engages in the 

Bakhtinian dialogic process to negotiate a mutual understanding of subject 

context meaning with academic colleagues and students. The introduction of 

the use of approaches, such as physical objects, has also acted directly as a 

portal to subject context. 

(3) Assessment of the contribution to knowledge 

The author’s focus is on researching and developing approaches to supporting 

student learning, so this body of work mostly contributes to this field. Due to 

the nature of the author’s work in HE, this can also be seen to contribute to 

pedagogical development across disciplines. The author appears to be one of 

the few conducting research in the field through the lens of Bakhtinian 

dialogic and Volshinovian lens of approaches to language and learning. The 

field of study skills and student learning also seems to be one that focuses 

mostly on text and text production, while the author contributes to a broader 

and more holistic inclusion of other, more context-specific, elements. This has 
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enabled contributions in the form of evaluation of the contextual influences 

on student learning and support approaches, as well as tools and methods 

within those approaches. 

The earlier work submitted for this submission explores a number of different 

contexts within approaches to supporting student language and learning 

development. The research process and the writing of these publications 

helped in identifying many different elements within the AO approach that 

impact on the support given. The process has enabled the author to 

contribute to the field by looking beyond the removal of words from the 

subject context for study and the focus on text production to the discussion of 

other elements, such as the visual and the psychological. The research 

practices have provided a lens for others in the field to apply to their 

institutions and practices. This can be demonstrated through the invited 

presentation of the author’s work at conferences and staff training events in 

various institutions.  

(4) Contextualization and substantiation of methodological approaches 

deployed in the work 

In Chapter Three, the methodologies and method are discussed while table 

(2) outlines the approaches employed in the publications. Although the 

research was initially seen through a linguistic perspective of looking at words 

and phrases and how these were understood and used by diverse groups of 

people, the research approach was later driven by a pragmatic approach to 

interpreting meaning and exploring and exposing complex findings, which 

helped to develop new insights. The ontological position changed from a 

linguistic and AO stance to one that focused on the importance of subject 

context rather than primarily text-based ‘language’ or discourse. The IS 

approach became the answer to the question of epistemology, that is to say 

the way in which knowledge is acquired. The author’s research perspective 

(axiology) was initially influenced by field of language and linguistics and later 
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moved into student learning, and so subjectivities were initially biased 

towards the linguistic perspective of helping students interpret and engage 

with assessment, rather than the perspective of subject-specific context. This 

has led to a broader contribution to the field of education and learning 

research and to specific subject contexts. 

The author believes that this submission reflects maturity in the research 

journey with each publication demonstrating the appropriate use of 

sophisticated research methodologies. In developing a framework for 

analysing the support of student learning, the author feels that the ability to 

research and synthesise literatures from a range of disciplines and apply them 

to a particular context is demonstrated.  

5.3 Limitations 

In this section, theoretical, methodological and implementation (into practice) 

limitations of the thesis are addressed.  

The first limitation is that the theoretical basis of the thesis is firmly located in 

the dialogic literature, with a strong focus on ‘Russian’ authors such as Vygotsky, 

Volshinov and Bakhtin.  In the case of the latter two, works authored in the 

1920s and 30s were only (relatively) recently introduced as translations to the 

West from the 1970s onwards, and have been influential in the fields of 

education philosophy increasingly since then. Vygotsky’s concepts of language 

and thought have been influential in the fields of linguistics and pedagogy, and 

Bakhtin provides the dialogic approach for practical implementation of the ideas 

presented in this thesis, and the key element of the importance of context. 

Volshinov’s work provides the framework of the Abstract Objectivist and 

Individual Subjectivist approaches central to the development of the research, 

publications and thesis. 

The focus on the dialogic has meant that more text-based methodologies and 

approaches have been neglected. For example, Hoey (2001) discusses the 
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different types of texts that exist and also discusses text creation, but this is done 

through the framework of genre analysis which is considered by the author to be 

(in this context) an AO approach and already discussed through other authors in 

the publications presented. Prior (1998), considers academic activity but again 

through genre analysis and primarily focused on text production.  Similarly, 

Ivanič (1998) focuses on text analysis and creation through a discourse analysis 

approach. The work of Lillis (1999, 2001) concerning text analysis and text 

production has been drawn upon in the publications, and it might be argued that 

that work could be further used in the thesis itself for contextualisation of the 

dialogic approach. It should be noted that Lillis considers the writing of students 

from a non-traditional background, institutional practices and potential cultural 

biases, themes which have been fully covered within the publications.  

Wingate (2006) offers a discussion of the limitations of ‘study skills’ in the form 

of ‘bolt on’ and deficit models of support and the focus, again, is primarily on 

text and text production. Wingate (2006) praises the embedded model of 

support for students but the model promoted in this thesis is one of integration 

rather than embeddedness, where the skills are taught as part of the discipline 

through a dialogic process involving key stakeholders such as students and 

lecturers. In other publications Wingate (2012) critiques textual bias arguing that 

writing is the main form of assessment in HE and, therefore, there is justification 

in adopting this as a primary focus. In the publications presented here the 

research shows that writing is important, but its significance greatly varies 

depending on the subject-discipline as does the approach to writing itself. 

In another text-based approach, Street (2006) focuses on the Autonomous and 

Ideological models of literacy which share a number of similarities with the 

Abstract Objectivist and Individual Subjectivist models for supporting student 

learning considered in this thesis. That approach has not been drawn upon in the 

author’s work thus far, but will be taken into consideration in future research. 

Street focuses on how literacy practices are aspects of culture and power 
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structures and how there has been a ‘pedagogization’ (2006, p106) of literacy or 

the socially constructed link between the institutional processes (in this thesis 

these are glossaries, materials and study skills, for example) of learning and 

literacy. Multimodality and the over-emphasis on writing and speech are also 

considered. 

These elements and approaches have been valuable in supporting the position 

presented in this thesis, but there are also some differences that should be 

noted. Psychological elements are key, but are seen from a unique, subject-

discipline context as discussed in Section 2.2. The AO/IS approach is also very 

much focused on the individual as Section 2.2 also makes evident: the laws of 

language creativity are the laws of individual psychology – i.e. words are used 

individually, their meaning is unique to each individual and they do not represent 

equal items in a system. Creativity of language is meaningful creativity, 

analogous to creative art – i.e. language is individual and subjective, and used in 

a unique creative way by individuals at the time of usage. 

It should also be noted that there are publications from contributors working in 

broadly text-based approaches that are not referred to in this thesis. Examples of 

these include: Hoey (2001); Ivanič (1998); Lillis (1999, 2001); Prior (1998); 

Wingate (2006, 2012) and Street (2006). Nevertheless, a number of these 

authors and specific publications were referred to, and critiqued, in the 

publications that the thesis is based on. It was from the critique of these 

publications and their approaches that the overarching message of the thesis is 

constituted. These articles were argued to primarily stem from a linguistic 

discourse and genre analysis perspective as opposed to the subject-embedded 

dialogue approach considered here, but do provide a rich background that can 

be drawn upon in future research. Thus, in terms of theoretical limitations, 

although a number of sources are referred to from a variety of discourses, 

literacy, linguistic and learning support paradigms both in the thesis itself and 

the associated publications, the direct citation of more in the thesis may have 
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made it more explicit regarding the context for the AO / IS approaches, even 

though they were very often cited in the papers constituting the thesis.  

The second limitation is that the work has not fully explored power and culture in 

relation to the methodological approach adopted. In terms of power, there may 

have been an issue of the researcher’s subjectivity and introduced biases. I was 

present for most of the focus groups and thus directly involved in the focus 

group elements of inquiry, pedagogy and politics that Kamberelis and Dimitriadis 

(2011) describe. Students in the first research project may have been inhibited 

by the perceived or actual power imbalance between themselves, the researcher 

and the lecturers present.  Although the participants appeared to focus on 

meanings of words and phrases in context, it cannot be guaranteed that none 

felt inhibited. 

The student and lecturer participants also crossed a number of cultural 

boundaries in terms of education, language, culture and different pedagogical 

approaches. These differences may also have inhibited responses and 

participation. I feel that this has and is being addressed through the 

development of each subsequent research project. The latest project involved 

the use of a physical object within the interviews which provided a portal for 

lecturer participants to their subject-specific context. By using this approach, it 

was observed that participants appeared relaxed and confident as they were 

engaged in the dialogical process (Rowland, 2006) of negotiating and 

demonstrating meaning. This research approach is something that will be further 

explored and developed for future research projects. 

A further possible limitation relating to methodology and data source, is the 

focus on lecturers over students. Students were used for the first research 

project but, as the aim with subsequent projects was to focus on what the 

students needed to do rather than their perceptions it was considered more 

appropriate to gather data from lecturers. The first research project illustrated 

the difficulty in exploring the language of subject disciplines from a linguistic 
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perspective, and each new project focused on ways of exploring this with 

lecturers. The work of Carvalho, Dong and Maton (2009) supports and augments 

the methodologies used in the research for the publications presented here. 

They consider the issue of describing disciplines in the field of design by using a 

sociology of knowledge approach, through interviews with designers. The 

interview protocol and questions they used in that research share similarities 

with those used in research project four.  

The third limitation relates to implementation - the practical application of the 

principles of supporting student learning and success.  A further publication 

outlining potential approaches to this is, at the time of writing, being finalised. 

These approaches are being promoted and disseminated through invited 

workshops at institutions across the UK and, most recently, through an invitation 

to lead a series of workshops for students and staff at a university in China. 

The practical implications of the work are embedded in the author’s post as 

lecturer and academic support adviser within three Schools (previously 

comprising one Faculty) at a UK university. The author is not an embedded study 

skills adviser, but integrated into the modules and programmes of study within 

these three Schools as a lecturer with responsibility for teaching and learning and 

delivering the subject curriculum. In this way, the dialogic process enables a 

negotiation of shared meaning with lecturers and students for a variety of 

learning, teaching and assessment approaches as groups and individually. This 

approach allows one academic to support a significant number of students (both 

undergraduate and postgraduate) at key points of their learning journey, and has 

been seen to be successful drawing on feedback from both students and 

academic colleagues. 

Future research may draw on the work in this thesis to explore a number of 

other related areas of support for student learning. These could include 

academic writing support, the provision of study skills and the increased use of 
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English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) in a number of traditionally non-English 

speaking countries. 

 

5.4 Further Research Opportunities 

Since undertaking the process of this submission, a number of further 

opportunities have been taken to extend the research and publication in the 

field of student learning support. There has been a chapter critiquing EAP, a 

further exploration of the use of corpus linguistics in a journal article, and 

three publications for journals currently in the review process concerning 

writing, the use of a physical object as a portal, and EMI. There is also an 

ongoing research project with a Korean academic collaborator that will be 

used for the production of a book. Other projects are also currently in 

consideration.  

5.5 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the purpose of this thesis is to demonstrate the author’s 

contribution to academic understanding of support for student learning in HE. 

Chapter Two portrayed the nature of existing approaches to support of 

student learning and the conceptual framework of AO and IS approaches to 

language and learning support. It also identified the factors and components 

of the field that influence how it is understood, researched and practised. 

Chapter Three considered the research method and methodologies used for 

the research projects. The table presented at the start of Chapter Four 

provided a framework for how each publication was researched, their 

theoretical starting points, and their contribution to theory and 

understanding. Chapter Four offered a critical reflection of each publication 

and demonstrated the contribution each has made to the field of knowledge 

in supporting student learning. It is argued that this learning support has been 

influenced by AO approaches to language and learning support while this 
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author has contributed to the development of theory and argues for the IS, 

subject-discipline context-based approach to supporting students in their 

learning and success. This will require a move away from the AO approach to 

learning support, as evidenced in centralised, generic ‘study skills’ 

approaches, and placing learning advice in the subject. Further, in terms of 

‘Academic English’, it is suggested that practitioners should teach the English 

in the subject and not the subject in English by not removing the ‘English’ for 

analysis or counting, as it is argued that this only allows access to the outer 

shell of words and language. In terms of testing, the existing mainstream 

language assessment approaches can be argued to be testing the language of 

the test itself, rather than the language needed for success in the subject 

discipline. The assessment of ‘readiness’ should be conducted within the 

subject context and not in the subject of the test itself.  

One further element in terms of contribution is that of the development of 

the author as a researcher and professional in the field of supporting student 

learning and success. Here the contribution has been significant, yet it is 

difficult to provide objective evidence to support this claim. The author has 

moved from what is now seen as a linguist supporting the academic language 

and discourse development of students to a position where the author as a 

professional uses a dialogic process within the subject-specific context to 

negotiate meaning in order to support students in their learning. As a 

researcher, lecturer and learning support practitioner, the author believes 

that student learning and success can be best supported through an IS 

approach within the subject-discipline context of learning and assessment and 

this is where the learning adviser must reside. 
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Publication 1: From Dunedin to Dunedin: Supporting students in the changing 

world of higher education 

Godfrey, H., & Richards, K. (2006). ‘From Dunedin to Dunedin: Supporting 
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‘anti-glossary’ approach 

Richards, K. & Pilcher, N. (2014). ‘Contextualizing higher education assessment 
task words with an ‘anti-glossary’ approach’, in International Journal of 
Qualitative Studies in Education, 2, 1-22. 

Publication 3: Discuss, analyse, define… non-traditional students come to terms 

with cultures of learning in the UK 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. (2013). ‘Discuss, analyse, define… non-traditional 
students come to terms with cultures of learning, in the UK’. Researching 
Intercultural Learning: Investigations in Language and Education, 135-151. 

Publication 4: Avoiding dialogues of non-discovery through promoting 

dialogues of discovery 

Richards, K, & Pilcher, N (2015) ‘Avoiding dialogues of non-discovery through 
promoting dialogues of discovery’ Dialogic Pedagogy Journal.  

Publication 5: Deconstructing ‘mono’-lingualism: Considerations of value for 

‘English’ ‘language’ education in a global setting 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. (2015). Deconstructing ‘Mono’-lingualism: 
Considerations of Value for ‘English’ ‘Language’ Education in a Global Setting.’ In 
Wong, L. T., & In Dubey-Jhaveri, A. (2015). English language education in a global 
world: Practices, issues and challenges. 
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Publication 6: An individual subjectivist critique of the use of corpus linguistics 

to inform pedagogical materials 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. (2016). An individual subjectivist critique of the use of 
corpus linguistics to inform pedagogical materials. Dialogic Pedagogy: An 
International Online Journal, 4. 

Publication 7: The paradigmatic hearts of subjects which their ‘English’ flows 

through 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. (2016) ‘The Paradigmatic hearts of subjects which their 
‘English’ flows through’ Higher Education Research and Development (HERD) 

Publication 8: Academic literacies: The word is not enough 

Richards, K., & Pilcher, N. (2017). Academic literacies: the word is not 
enough. Teaching in Higher Education, 1-16. 

Publication 9: Challenging power invested in the International English Language 
Testing System (IELTS): Why determining ‘English’ preparedness needs to be 
undertaken within the subject context 

Pilcher, N., & Richards, K. (2017). Challenging the power invested in the 
International English Language Testing System (IELTS): Why determining ‘English’ 
preparedness needs to be undertaken within the subject context. Power and 
Education, 9(1), 3-17. 
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6.2. Co-authorship Declaration 
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6.3. Sample list of workshops delivered by invitation 

 

‘A scaffolding framework for dialogicality, or: reanimating assessment terms 

with an ‘anti-glossary’ approach.’ With project colleague Nick Pilcher. Workshop 

given at Heriot-Watt University Internationalisation symposium. (2014) 

 

‘A scaffolding framework for dialogicality, or: reanimating assessment terms 

with an ‘anti-glossary’ approach.’ With project colleague Nick Pilcher in 

absentia. Workshop given at Stirling University. (2015) 

 

‘A scaffolding framework for dialogicality, or: reanimating assessment terms 

with an ‘anti-glossary’ approach.’ With project colleague Nick Pilcher. Workshop 

given a number of times at Edinburgh Napier University including: Faculty 

Executive, LTA Board, School of Computing Conference, Teaching Fellow 

Conference, Research Group HEREN. (2014-2016) 

 

‘A scaffolding framework for dialogicality, or: reanimating assessment terms 

with an ‘anti-glossary’ approach.’ With project colleague Nick Pilcher. Workshop 

given at Scot-ELAS meeting, Edinburgh University (2016) 

 

‘A scaffolding framework for dialogicality, or: reanimating assessment terms 

with an ‘anti-glossary’ approach.’ With project colleague Nick Pilcher. Workshop 

given at Academic Staff Training day, Glasgow Caledonian University (2015) 

 

‘A scaffolding framework for dialogicality, or: reanimating assessment terms 

with an ‘anti-glossary’ approach.’ With project colleague Nick Pilcher in 

absentia. Workshop given at St Andrews University (2015) 
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Presentations and workshops conducted by co-author at De Montfort University 

yearly from 2010-2016: ‘Exploring and using perspectives of key academic 

assessment terms through a dialogue-based ‘anti-glossary’ approach.’ 
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