Academic Literacy
for Education Students

Judy Seligmann

Contents
Foreword
Preface
About the Author
Acknowledgements
Introduction
The role of a university
A learning community
Literacy practices
Language development
The organisation of the textbook
Integration of language and subject content
Integration of theory and practice
Integration of all four language skills

viii
ix
xi
xii
1
1
3
3
4
5
6
7
7

Unit 1: Considering the role of language in learning
and teaching
Knowing a language
Language acquisition and language learning
Language and education
Language and learning
Language and teaching
Language across the curriculum
Language focus

15
15
16
17
21
23
24
26

Unit 2: Identifying genres or text types in academic writing
Genres
The social context of genres
Genre knowledge
Language focus

31
31
32
33
44

Unit 3: Linking personal and academic literacies with
disciplinary discourse
Defining literacy
Personal literacy
Academic literacy
Language focus

53
53
55
60
68

Unit 4: Developing an academic vocabulary to communicate
effectively
Acquiring an academic vocabulary
Reading to increase your vocabulary

81
81
82

Vocabulary-building strategies
Word parts and meanings
Guessing a word from its context
Looking up a word in the dictionary

83
83
85
93

Unit 5: Applying skills and strategies to read selectively
The layout of textbooks
The structure of chapters
Developing reading strategies
Reading for different purposes
Skimming and scanning

99
99
103
104
106
107

Unit 6: Interacting with texts to learn from subject
content
Understanding and recalling information
Annotating texts
Language focus
Writing summaries
Creating graphic displays
Self-questioning

119
119
121
124
131
133
140

Unit 7: Recognising discourse markers that signal text
functions
Text organisation
Creating text unity
Repeating key nouns or substituting nouns
Transitional signals
Language focus

155
155
158
159
161
190

Unit 8: Translating information visually
Visual literacy
Photographs
Diagrams
Graphs and charts
Interpreting graphs and charts
Data commentaries
Language focus
Visual presentations of data
Line graphs
Bar graphs
Pie charts
Tables

197
197
198
199
202
202
203
204
205
205
207
210
212

Unit 9: Engaging with the writing process
Interconnection between reading and writing
Developing academic writing skills
Audience, tone and purpose

217
217
217
218

Writing as a process
Language focus

219
227

Unit 10: Contesting academic issues through argumentation
Critical thinking
Considering different points of view
Different sources of information
Accessing information electronically
The academic argument
The need for a debatable point
Classes of arguments

231
231
232
234
235
236
237
242

Unit 11: Structuring an argumentative essay
The art of persuasion
Planning your essay
The structure of an argumentative essay
The title
The introduction
The body of the essay
Language focus
The conclusion

247
247
247
249
249
249
256
263
269

Unit 12: Referencing and documenting your sources
The honesty principle
The purpose of documentation
Quoting, paraphrasing and summarising
Quotations
Paraphrases
Summaries
Referencing
Styles of referencing
Synthesis

285
285
287
288
289
293
297
298
299
302

Unit 13: Preparing to hand in your paper
Presentation strategies
Graphic design
Text formatting

311
311
312
313

Glossary

317

Index

319

50

•

A cad e m ic L it e rac y f o r Educati o n S tud e n ts

example
Research, I guess, it’s about trying to find out something new about
a topic.
Research is a careful study in order to learn about new facts or
information.
Research is an intellectual journey that sets out to create new
knowledge.
Research is a course of critical investigation that endeavours to
discover facts by scientific study of a subject.

Vocabulary shift
Academic style is usually formal and aims primarily at relevance
and accuracy. A very important indication of formality is related to
the kind of words that writers use. Changing from an informal to a
formal style often requires a vocabulary shift. Certain words are
considered to be more suitable for a formal context
than others. However, this does not imply the use
bombastic use of words that sound
important, but may be meaningless
of bombastic or obscure words. In fact, if the words
obscure not easily understood
are bombastic and inappropriate to the context,
they may only succeed in obscuring the meaning
of the text. A writer’s vocabulary needs to be pitched at the appropriate level for his or her audience and should express the precise
meaning of what the author wishes to convey. For example, English
often has two or more words to express an action or an occurrence.
For written academic style, the preferred choice is a single verb
rather than a verb and a preposition.
example
Curriculum designers have been looking into the problem for a
number of years. (less formal style)

example
Curriculum designers have been investigating the problem for a
number of years. (formal and academic style)

Unit 2 Identifying genres or text types in academic writing •

Activit y 5
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Unit 6
Interacting with texts to
learn from subject content
This unit answers the following questions:
• How can annotation help one learn from texts?
• How can one summarise information effectively?
• How can one use graphic displays to remember what one learns?
• What is the purpose of self-questioning techniques?

Understanding and recalling information
When you have previewed a text and gained a general overview of
what it contains, you can begin intensive reading. This strategy is
associated with reading to learn and is generally the method adopted
to learn from textbooks. It involves careful reading and requires you
to read the majority of the information in the text. Study-reading a
text requires more intense concentration than reading a newspaper
or a novel. You may not understand everything you read the first
time. You often have to go back and reread the texts or parts of the
text, looking up words in a dictionary or checking on definitions.
Study-reading for academic purposes includes the following:
• reading to obtain background information
• reading to find specific facts
• reading to identify the structure of a writer’s argument
• reading to understand a difficult concept
• reading to recall information for assessment purposes
• reading to prepare for an assignment
• reading to find information to challenge an argument.
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purpose is to convince the reader that the views being expressed by
the writer are correct. All claims are supported by further claims
(secondary claims).
The thesis expresses what you believe is the main point of your
paper. As you work to clarify your thesis statement, you also clarify
your beliefs about the issue you are addressing. Remember, you are
not trying to convince people who already agree with your thesis.
You are trying to modify the opinions of people who do not agree
with your thesis.
Since it is the purpose of an argumentative essay to justify a specific position or point of view, you need to state clearly which side
of the debate you support. You need to explain why your topic is
problematic and important, and why it deserves the reader’s
attention.
In the debate about school funding for sporting facilities, the statement that follows could serve as a thesis for an essay arguing that
expensive school sporting facilities are not necessary.

example
Thesis statement: Money allocated to sports funding would be
better spent on additional academic programmes, which would
benefit all students.

Activit y 3

Unit 11 Structuring an argumentative essay •

Provide an overview of the essay’s organisation
A good introduction not only previews the content of an essay, but also
gives an indication of its structure. Introductions are like maps that
help the driver start out in the right direction. It is your responsibility
as a writer to ensure that your readers do not get lost within the text
by helping them to anticipate the structure of your argument.

Activit y 4

Text A
There is presently strong pressure on governments in
developing countries to provide free nursery education.
Those opposed to free nursery education argue that it
implies a massive government responsibility that is not
financially feasible in most developing countries.
However, government funding of nursery schools is an
investment in the future with long-term economic and
social benefits. An early start can be made on educational basics, allowing every child a greater chance to
achieve his or her full potential. In this essay, I shall
discuss how free nursery education provides children
with a more stimulating environment than parents can
offer, affords opportunities for all and allows learning
problems to be detected early in a child’s education. Furthermore, knowing that children are being cared for in
nursery schools enables women to return more quickly
to the workplace, which not only benefits the labour
force, but also reduces the government’s welfare burden.
Adapted from Endersby, A. (2009). Nursery Education for Free. [Online],
Available: http://www.idebate.org/debatabase/topic_details.
php?topicID=117 Accessed 18 August 2011.

Text B
Home schooling is legal in most countries, but the extent
and manner in which it is practised varies from country
to country. Parents who are concerned about the quality
of education in many government schools today are
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