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Abstract

2

The research study reported in this thesis explores Chinese postgraduate students
academic reading practices in Lancaster University (UK) from a combined New
Literacy Studies (NLS) and Activity Theory (AT) perspective. It attempted to
investigate the academic reading practices that the students in question undertook while
writing their assignments, with a view to revealing some of the interacting historical,
social, cultural, and institutional factors that were seen as influential in shaping the
nature of their current reading practices. The data were gathered mainly through
ethnographic interviewing, observations of lecture sessions, and document collection in
the academic year 2004/05.

The findings indicate that the students’ individual characteristics, their prior
educational experiences under the Chinese education system, and the current contexts
of their masters’ programmes jointly affected their reading practices and experiences. In
particular, the students’ self-perception and long-established attitudes towards learning
and reading remained fundamentally similar during their studies in the UK and played
essential parts in shaping their reading practices. Also, in the context of their current
studies, the clarity and explicitness of tutors’ requirements, tutor-student

communications, the availability of tutor support, the differences in the academic



conventions between China and the UK, and so on, were additional important
influences in this matter. The thesis also discusses the pedagogical implications for EAP
and subject-area teaching, with an attempt to indicate how more beneficial and
rewarding academic reading experiences for Chinese students might be achieved in the
UK higher education context. It likewise demonstrates and discusses the advantages of
using a combined NLS and AT framework for throwing new light on academic reading

in an L2 context.

Key words: New Literacy Studies (NLS), Activity Theory (AT), activity system model, academic
reading, Chinese postgraduate students, UK Higher Education.
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1 Introduction
This chapter aims to explain the background of this research study, and the general
rationale for the choice of the research focus and research approach. It will also present

the overall structure of this thesis.

1.2 Purpose

In recent years, there has been a rapid increase in the number of Chinese students
studying in the UK higher education sector: the number has risen from 2,883 in 1997/98
to 32,000 in 2002/03, according to the UK Higher Education statistics agency
(Universities-UK, 2005). Although a recent survey has suggested the number of
applications has started to decrease, Chinese students still account for the largest
number of overseas applicants (BBC-News, Feb 17, 2005). Moreover, it is not
appropriate to consider Chinese students as a minority group, given the percentage of
Chinese students in the whole student population: to take Lancaster University as an
example, in the academic year 2004/2005 Chinese students accounted for 13% of all
postgraduate students; in some programmes they even formed the majority (for
example, 12 out of a class of 16 MA students in the Educational Research Department
in the 2004-05 academic year were Chinese, and up to 50% of the whole class in the
MSec. in Management programme came from China in 2004-05).

All such students are involved in a study process in which academic reading in
English plays a crucial role. However, despite the large number of Chinese students,

little research has so far been conducted concerning their experiences in this area. I
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therefore felt it would be worthwhile researching what Chinese postgraduate students
are actually experiencing regarding academic literacy practices of this kind in the UK
university context. The need for such a study is recognised by at least some members of
staff in UK higher education institutions. As one of the tutors that I interviewed for this

research put it:

I need to know more about China, the system in China. I have so many (Chinese) students
here and I know very little—where they are coming from, what they are doing, and why
they are like that. (transst4/2:7, my interpolation)

Therefore, I felt that an investigation into Chinese students’ academic reading
practices may firstly help to improve our understanding of this particular area of
their study experiences in UK universities - what do their studies involve in this
respect, how well do they cope with them, what factors appear to affect their
success, negatively and positively, and so on, thereby contributing to the
development of knowledge of this kind with respect to Chinese students studying
in the UK, but also, potentially, with respect to other groups of international
students as well; secondly, I also felt that such a study might better inform
members of staff in UK universities (and universities in other English speaking
countries) of Chinese postgraduate students’ actual academic reading experiences
- e.g., in what ways they can be seen to cope well with their study requirements of
this kind, but also where their problems tend to lie, and thus the kind of support
and help the students might need most from the members of staff.

Apart from the potential usefulness of the research into Chinese students’
academic reading practices and experiences mentioned above, my interest in this
area also resulted from my experience as an English language teacher in a Chinese
university (mainly teaching recading) before coming to the UK and as a
postgraduate student at Lancaster University. As pursuing further studies abroad

is one of the major occasions that my students will need to use English intensively
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and authentically (another major occasion being working in multinational
companies where English is the medium of communication), I felt this research
might enable me to see how students manage their academic reading in the “real”
situation, whether and how their English language education in China helps them
with their real-life academic reading tasks, and how English teachers in Chinese
universities could possibly prepare students for such experiences in optimum way
during their undergraduate years.

Finally, the New Literacy Studies (NLS) framework that I encountered
during my MA studies from a course run by Prof. David Barton seemed to yield
illuminating insights into literacy that the traditional approaches to reading and
writing could not achieve, yet it was seldom applied to studies of academic
reading in English as L2. The Activity Theory (AT) framework that I also
became acquainted with during the same period (from a thesis by Wu (2002) in
this department) appeared to be an effective way of studying activities through
exploring the relationships (i.e. conflicts and interactions) between different
elements that are involved in an activity. Wu (2002) has demonstrated the
analytical power of the AT in comparing and contrasting the old and new
curriculum systems and in capturing the inner conflicts within each system in
the process of a teacher-initiated curriculum innovation, which gave me some
inspiration of how to apply the activity system model in the analysis of students’
academic reading activities. By combining these two frameworks in the study of
L2 academic reading, I felt it was worth trying to see whether they might provide

a new and interesting way of throwing light on the area of L2 academic reading.

1.3 Focus and Orientation

As already indicated, the main focus of this study is on the reading side of the
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academic literacy practices in question. Academic reading was chosen as the focus
rather than academic writing because there are far fewer research studies related to
academic reading than academic writing, as can be illustrated by the following three
groups of statistics: I searched the phrases ‘academic reading’ and ‘academic writing’ in
turn in three websites (i.e. Science Direct, Academic Search Premier, and Google
Scholar), and retrieved 12 results for ‘academic reading’ and 107 results for ‘academic
writing’ in Science Direct, 226 results for the former and 2689 results for the latter in
Academic Search Premier, and 707 results for the former and 7210 results for the latter
in Google Scholar. Although not every result retrieved is necessarily concerning
academic reading or writing in its own right, the results nevertheless indicate that
academic reading has been much less widely researched than academic writing. Despite
the relative neglect of studies of academic reading, and although academic writing is
undeniably important, since it is the primary product by which most students are
assessed in higher education, academic reading is, of course, also of vital importance in
students’ studies, as it provides materials and inspires ideas for written assignments
(Leki, 2003; Peelo, 1994). It is thus the basis on which potential success in academic
writing rests. Success in academic writing cannot be achieved without the student
possessing an effective level of competence in coping with the requirements of the
reading side of academic literacy practices, in other words. In a sense, students’
academic reading practices are inevitably inter-connected with their academic writing
practices, and hence constitute an important and indispensable part of their academic
studies in the academic discourse community (which will be shown in Chapters 6-8).
The approach adopted in this study, for reasons that will be explained in detail in
the ensuing chapter, is to view the academic reading process as far as possible “in the

round”. In other words, it has been seen as important to try to take into account recent
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perspectives on literacy which look less at reading simply from a psycholinguistic
perspective but which instead attempt to understand it in terms of what the learner and
the learming context contribute to the experience. For this reason, the theoretical
frameworks provided by the New Literacy Studies (NLS), on the one hand, and
Activity Theory (AT) on the other, have been used as the main heuristics underpinning
the research (see Chapter 2 in particular).

As far as existing research into reading goes, according to Mann “most studies (on
L1 academic reading-my interpolation) have focused on student learning through text
and have investigated relationships between approach, conception, outcomes, task
definitions and context” (Mann, 2000:298, emphasis in the original), whereas very few
studies have focused on the personal meanings and experiences involved in reading.
In other words, reading is studied mostly at the micro level by looking at, for instance,
the relationship between reading skills and strategies applied and the results in reading
tasks or tests, the relationship between reading instruction and the performance in
reading tests, the relationship between vocabulary knowledge and reading
comprehension, and so on. Little is known about what reading means to a person’s life
and learning; what significance is assigned to reading by individuals; how individuals
experience the reading process; what factors have effect on individuals’ reading
process apart from the immediate context of reading tasks; and so on.

Luke and Baker (1991), in an introduction to a collection of papers on ‘critical
reading pedagogy’ at the basic education level (Baker & Luke, 1991), also pointed out
the dominance of ‘“the conceptualization of reading as an essentially internal,
individual, cognitive process” (Luke & Baker, 1991: xi) in reading research and
pedagogy. The contributors in Baker and Luke (1991) argue for the necessity of taking

a critical social perspective on reading research and teaching: drawing “attention to
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the origins, embeddedness, and place of (whatever counts as) ‘reading’ in economic,
ideological, social and instructional formations” (Luke & Baker, 1991: xiii), “detailing
how what now counts as reading in school has been historically, ideologically and
culturally shaped, ..., and ... offering alternative perspectives on how reading can be
conceptualized and on how the study of the practice of reading instruction in schools
can proceed usefully” (ibid: xv). Although this collection of papers focuses on the
basic education context, their conceptualization of reading is relevant in principle to
the current study of academic literacy in higher education as well.

Examination of the research studies conducted in the area of second language (L.2)
reading seems to reflect a similar lack of research into reading experiences as indicated
in Mann (2000) about the reading research in L1. For example, studies reported in the
journal of ‘Reading in a Foreign Language’ (from 1983 to 2005) are mostly about the
teaching of EF/SL reading in classroom settings, design of reading courses and reading
materials, development of vocabulary, strategies instruction, reading comprehension,
testing of reading, text analysis, etc. Also, Brantmeier, in order to provide L2
researchers with a convenient way of searching the latest relevant literature,
summarizes publications on L2 reading during 2004 and 2005 in venues other than the
journal of ‘Reading in a Foreign Language’, which again shows that investigations of
reading comprehension, strategy instruction, vocabulary development, and the
cognitive perspective of reading research still dominate the area of L2 reading research
(Brantmeier, 2005). From Bernhardt’s two syntheses of L2 reading research in the 20"
century, we may get a good idea of the trends in this area over three decades. In order to
build an L2 reading model, Bernhardt examines the L2 reading research on adult
readers (who are literate in L1) during the 1970s and 1980s in three areas: linguistic

knowledge (e.g. word recognition, phonological aspects, lexical knowledge,
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morphosyntactic knowledge, (Bemhardt, 1991:33)); literacy knowledge (i.e. “the
operational knowledge that refers to knowing how to approach text, why one
approaches it, and what to do with it when a text is approached”, ibid:35); world
knowledge (i.e. cultural and topic knowledge, ibid:37). The studies in the first area
mainly concern the relationship between the processing speed of word recognition and
the L2 proficiency, vocabulary development and its influence on L2 reading, syntactic
knowledge and reading comprehension; studies in the second area are mainly about
strategy development and comprehension; the third area mainly deals with the
relationship between reading comprehension and cultural or particular topic
background knowledge. Her later work for the same purpose (Bernhardt, 2000) further
points out that ‘metacognition’ and ‘affect’ in L2 reading were two areas rarely
researched before the 1990’s. After reviewing the research studies in L2 reading during
the last decade of the 20™ century, she finds that the following areas “remained
consistent instances of research interest”: affective factors, text structure, syntactic
features, and word knowledge and instruction (Bernhardt, 2000: 798). As Bernhardt

(1991) has commented:

It is quite possible that many of the findings in second language reading research are in
actuality artefacts of the manner in which the measurement was taken. The majority of
second language (reading) studies have used cloze (a syntactic/productive measure of
clausal knowledge) or oral reading (a productive/performance measure that impedes
comprehension) or multiple choice testing (a measure that interferes with the development
of individual readers’ discourse models). ... (M)any of the generalizations about L2 reading
might be valid. We cannot determine their validity, however, until we allow all the variables
entailed in reading—linguistic, literacy. and knowledge, to function simultaneously during
real reading tasks with authentic texts. As long as we continue to manipulate both readers
and texts, we will obscure the process we are attempting to investigate (Bernhardt,
1991:39).
Here, then, are the possible disadvantages of “mainstream” reading research, i.e. many

of the reading tasks that were given to the readers for measurement of their reading
comprehension may not be found in authentic situations; many of the texts used in the
measurement may not be read in real-life situations; in many studies, one or more

variables in reading (such as the level of difficulty of the texts, the readers’ language
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proficiency, the topics of the texts in relation to the readers’ background knowledge, etc.)
were controlled, which is not likely to be the case in authentic reading situations, such
as reading for the purpose of academic studies.

In investigating academic reading practices, thus, I thought it important to take into
account recent conceptualisations of literacy practices in general and of academic
literacy in particular, ones which might provide as complete a picture as possible of the
student and the study context, and in this way avoid some of the limitations of the
research tradition just outlined. Thus, Mann following Siljé’s argument that “human
action does not take place in a social vacuum” (S&ljo, 1984:71), suggests that “(r)eading
in the academic context cannot...be viewed as a purely neutral cognitive process
undertaken in a social vacuum”, which led her to investigate instead the students’
experience of academic reading in order to “understand the meaning that reading in an
academic context has for the individual student” (Mann, 2000:279). Mann studied four
undergraduate students’ (English as L1) academic reading experiences, by asking them
to keep a reading diary over a week, to carry out a reading task, and to talk with the
researcher about the diary, the way they approached the reading passage and the
experience of reading it in a series of interviews. Her study reveals that reading needs to
be viewed as “a meaningful activity which has significance for students in different
ways” (ibid: 314). She concludes that “in order to understand the richness and
complexity of reading, we need to view it as an activity that has both personal
significance and socio-political significance. ... It is through trying to come closer to
these biographical and socio-political realities for any one student that we can
understand how it is that reading means (and) what it does for that person”
(ibid:315-316, emphasis in the original). Her study has illustrated the importance and

possibility of viewing academic reading from a different angle other than the more
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dominant cognitive perspective of reading research.

Mann’s view of reading echoes some of the principal propositions underpinning the
theoretical model of literacy associated with the New Literacy Studies (NLS), which
emphasize that reading and writing are always related to the social, cultural, historical
practices of which they are a part, and thus can only be truly understood when studied
within the specific contexts in which they take place (e.g. Barton, 1994:35). However,
there are very few studies of reading which explicitly follow the NLS tradition,
including Mann, one exception being Ridgway (2003). Ridgway, by adopting a NLS
perspective, examines attitudes towards literacy in different countries and societies
throughout history, and their valued or dominant styles in literacy practices, and
concludes that values of literacy change over time, and vary from society to society and
from culture to culture, which results in different attitudes and styles of reading among
different societies and cultures (Ridgway 2003).

Moreover, research studies on academic writing using NLS as a theoretical
framework have shown evidence of many new insights into academic writing,
especially in relation to the study of writing by those who are new to western academic
discourses, such as overseas students, mature students, etc. (Ivani¢, 1997; C. Jones,
Turner, & Street, 1999; Lea & Stierer, 2000; Lillis, 2001). Therefore, it seems both
worthwhile and promising to focus the current study on academic reading within a
similar theoretical framework, i.e., an NLS, social practice-oriented one. The academic
reading practices and the contextual issues surrounding the academic reading will be in
the centre of this research.

[ also mentioned earlier that [ felt it would be useful to use Activity Theory (AT) in
this connection. The idea of bringing AT into the study of academic reading was to take

advantage of the activity system model as a tool for theorising the contexts within
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which the literacy practices were situated in the study the thesis is concerned with. Also,
as will be explained in 2.4.1 below, the social orientation towards learning and
knowledge shared by both NLS and AT makes it possible to profitably combine these
two schools of thoughts together. In short, thus, it has been regarded as empirically
necessary and rewarding, as well as theoretically feasible, to carry out a study on L2
academic reading practices from a combined NLS and AT approach in order to add to
our understanding of the area of research in question and of the possible ways to apply

the theoretical framework in focus.

1.4 The Structure of this Thesis

This chapter has attempted to introduce the research the rest of this thesis is
concerned with, in terms of the rationale for the choice of the research focus, (i.e.
academic reading experiences and practices of Chinese postgraduate students in a UK
university) and the choice of the theoretical framework, (i.e. a combined NLS and AT
approach). The overall purposes of the research have also been briefly introduced, and
will be further developed in Chapter 3. In what follows, Chapter 2 establishes the
theoretical framework that has guided the design and direction of the research. Chapter
3 justifies the choice of research methodology and methods of data collection, and
documents the procedure that was used for conducting the research, the data treatment
and data analysis. Chapters 4 and 5 clarify the contexts for the analysis of the data by
retelling the four subjects’ past experiences of literacy learning and practices in both
their mother tongue and English, and their current literacy experiences and practices in
general, and by constructing the activity system that the subjects used to belong to
(Chapter 4), and the current activity systems of the two masters’ programmes in which
they were studying at the time of the data collection (Chapter 5). Chapters 6 and 7 focus

on the two subjects from the MA. in Education programme, examining their academic
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reading experiences and practices for the purpose of writing assignments through
constructing the ‘object’ of their reading activities during the course of writing their
assignments, and, by scrutinising the relationships between each pair of the components
in the activity system, the factors contributing to their experiences and practices.
Chapter 8 deals with the same type of analysis as the two previous chapters do, with the
focus on the two subjects from MSc. in Management programme. Finally, Chapter 9
pulls together the arguments made throughout the thesis and draws out the wider
implications of the current study for the teaching and researching of L2 academic

reading.
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Chapter Two: Towards a Theoretical Framework

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, my main objective is to establish a working theoretical framework
for the analysis of data through a review of the existing literature. I will present different
schools of thoughts concerning literacy and different traditions of research into both
reading and writing, with a view to building a case for following the school of New
Literacy Studies (NLS). It will also be argued that Activity Theory (AT) should be
adopted in this study as a way of theorizing the contexts in which the academic reading
practices are situated. Thus, a review of the history and development of AT and the
strengths of it as an analytical tool for the purposes of the research in question will also

be presented in this chapter.

2.2 Models of Literacy

To turn first, thus, to models of literacy. Street (1984) uses the term ‘literacy’ to

mean “the social practices and conceptions of reading and writing”, and argues that
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there are two different approaches to the analysis of literacy, which he characterises as

the ‘autonomous’ model and ‘ideological’ models (p.1).

2.2.1 The Autonomous Model of Literacy

According to Street (1984, 1993a, 1993b) the ‘autonomous’ model of literacy refers
to the way literacy is conceptualised by scholars such as Goody (1968, 1977), Goody
and Watt (1988), Greenfield (1972), Hildyard and Olson (1978), and Ong (1982).
Goody and Watt associate literacy and literate societies with “civilization”, rational and
“logico-empirical” modes of thought, and social, economic, technological and political
advance (Goody & Watt, 1988:14). By examining the way Greek philosophers such as
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle developed and wrote their works, they argue that the
methods of western thought—such as logic, rationality, objectivity, abstraction—are
intrinsically connected with writing (Goody & Watt, 1988:17). They believe in the
existence of radical differences between literate and non-literate societies because
“writing establishes a ... relationship between the word and its referent ... that is more
general and more abstract, and less closely connected with the peculiarities of person,
place and time” than is the language of oral communication (ibid:13); and believe that
“the written word suggests an ideal of definable truths which have an inherent
autonomy and permanence. ... (O)nce given the physical reality of writing, they (verbal
words) take on a life of their own™ whereas spoken words cannot be divorced from the
rest of the sentence and the social contexts (ibid). They also suggest that acquisition of
literacy improves cognitive and intellectual abilities, such as logical, abstract, and
critical thinking. Ong (1988), like Goody and Watt (1988), holds that there are certain
qualities pertinent to literacy and literate societies and orality and oral/non-literate
cultures because of the intrinsic differences between writing and speaking. He depicts

orally-based thought and expression as “‘aggregative, redundant, embedded in the
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human lifeworld, situational, agonistic, and empathetic”, whereas literate thought as
“analytic, abstract, neutral, and objective”(Ong, 1988). Olson (1988) claims that the
transition from utterance to text' is an evolution both culturally and developmentally
—the creation of “explicit, autonomous statements ... dependent upon an explicit
writing system, the alphabet, and an explicit form of argument, the essay” brought about
an altered conception of language and of rational man, which gave shape to many
predominant features of Western culture (Olson, 1988:176). He further argues that
writing (in order to make texts as autonomous representations of meaning) is a powerful
intellectual tool to generate original theoretical knowledge.

What is in common for the scholars reviewed in the preceding paragraph is that they
all see literacy (reading and writing) as “independent from social context, an
autonomous variable whose consequences for society and cognition can be derived
from its intrinsic character” (Street 1993a:5), possessing fundamentally different
characteristics from orality (speaking and listening), and representing objective, neutral,
logical, and permanent meanings that can be distanced from social and situational
context. Although such scholars do not use the phrase ‘“autonomous model of literacy”
themselves, Street argues that the term ‘autonomous’ “draws attention to the underlying
coherence and relationship of ideas which, on the surface, might appear unconnected
and haphazard. ... the use of the concept helps us to see what is entailed by adopting
particular positions, to fill in gaps left by untheorised statements about literacy, and to
adopt a broader perspective than is apparent in any one writer on literacy” (Street
1984:3).

Hill and Parry (1990a) extend the discussion of the autonomous model of literacy in

their consideration of reading tests, showing the dominance of this model in formal

! Utterance refers to “informal, oral-language statements”; text refers to “explicit, written prose statements” (Olson
1988:175-6).
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education, and in the teaching and testing of reading in particular. Their discussion
reveals that texts in such contexts are typically treated as autonomous. As they point out,
Olson (1988) argues that “the transition from utterance to text ... can be described as
one of increasing explicitness, with language increasingly able to stand as an
unambiguous and autonomous representation of meaning” (p.176); and that the ideal
text for schooling should “depend on no cues other than linguistic cues; it represents no
intentions other than those represented in the text; it is addressed to no one in particular;
its author is essentially anonymous; and its meaning is precisely that represented by the
sentence meaning” (ibid:187). Hill and Parry notice that related to the concept of
autonomy of text is the concept of the autonomy of skill—reading is viewed as a
technical skill rather than a social skill, and once acquired, “it should not, in principle,
be affected by the social identity of the reader, the origin of the text, or the purposes for
which the text is being read”; or in other words, literacy is seen to be “socially neutral”
(Hill and Parry 1990a:18). After examining reading tests in both the “British” tradition
(i.e. open-ended questions) and the “American” tradition (i.e. multiple choice
questions), Hill and Parry conclude that the tests share a common basic
assumption—the autonomous model of literacy, i.e. autonomous texts are used to assess

autonomous skill:

... test makers deliberately use a wide range of passages that candidates are unlikely to know
much about, and they try to construct tasks that cannot be answered without reference to the text,
even by someone well informed about its content. Indeed. the use of specialised knowledge can
be a disadvantage, for it often leads to the choice of a distracter in a multiple-choice task or the
inclusion of too much information in an open-ended one. ... The skill that they test, and thereby
propagate, is a circumscribed kind of reading: it consists solely of perceiving ‘the very words’ of
the text and drawing logical inferences from the propositions that they convey. ... other qualities,
such as individuals’ factual knowledge, their ability to use it in obtaining new information from
text, or their capacity for remembering and using such information for purposes other than
immediate interpretation are all considered irrelevant. (1990a:19).

Hill and Parry (1990) also point out that the assumptions of the autonomous model

of literacy have spread far wider than the area of testing of reading if we consider how

the testing scores are used—students may be placed into different levels of reading
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classes?, or subjects may be labelled as ‘good’ or ‘poor’ readers in research studies
according to the test scores. Review of the literature also shows that studies of
good/skilled/proficient readers and poor/unskilled/non-proficient readers abound in the
area of both L1 and L2 reading research (e.g. Afflerbach & Johnston, 1986; Ahmad &
Asraf, 2004; Anderson, 1991; Block, 1986; Brown, Armbruster, & Baker, 1983; Carrell,
1989; Chiappe, Chiappe, & Gottardo, 2004; Davey, 1987; Gamer & Krauss, 1982;
Guillund, 1996; Hosenfeld, 1977; Knight, Padron, & Waxman, 1985; Lau & Chan,
2003; Penney, Leung, Chan, Meng, & McBride-Chang, 2005; Wasson, Beare, &
Wasson, 1990 amongst others), and reading tests are most commonly used to
discriminate good from poor readers. The study of reading comprehension is another
major topic in the area of reading research—there are studies of the relationship
between comprehension and background knowledge (Alderson & Urquhart, 1988;
Bernhardt, 1991, , 1991a; Brantmeier, 2005b; Carrell, 1984, , 1987; Chen & Donin,
1997; Hammadou, 2000; Hudson, 1988; Pulido, 2004; Ridgway, 1997), comprehension
and reading strategies (Ahmad & Asraf, 2004; Carrell, Carson, & Zhe, 1993),
comprehension and vocabulary knowledge or vocabulary development (Fukkink,
Hulstijn, & Simis, 2005; Lubliner & Smetana, 2005; Nassaji, 2004), comprehension
and text structure (Chambliss, 1995, Horiba, 2000; Martinez, 2002; Toledo, 2005;
Wenger, 1993), and so on, in which the measurement of comprehension is an
indispensable element which is usually achieved through reading tests with various task
types (e.g. cloze, blank filling, multiple choice questions, true/false questions, recall,
etc.). Another popular area of research, which also indicates the widespread influence
of the autonomous model of literacy, is reading strategies/skills and instruction of such

strategies/skills (Alfassi, 2004; Carrell & Carson, 1997; Dymock, 2005; Mutawa &

% Language placement tests are widely used at universities in many countries to allocate students to different levels of
language courses. A reading component is usually an indispensable part of such tests.
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Islam, 1994; Singhal, 2001; Stoller, 1994; Wood & Endres, 2004), since such studies
assume that reading involves a set of strategies/skills that can be trained in educational
settings and transferred to other situations once acquired. Studies on strategy instruction
normally involve the evaluation of the effect of instruction, which is again usually
achieved through comprehension tests of the kind mentioned above.

In short, the preceding discussion shows a long-standing tradition of reading
research and instruction, which is underpinned by the autonomous model of
literacy—viewing reading as psychological and cognitive processes and attributes
within individual readers’ minds and independent from the contexts of use.

However, the nature of academic reading extends beyond what can be accounted for

by the autonomous model of literacy, as Sdljé observes:

...the ability to read cannot be adequately considered as a mere technical skill denoting the
ability to decipher strings of letters on a page. A core feature of much of the reading that is
carried out in academic contexts is that individuals are required to see something in the outside
world — be it the structure of physical objects, a historical development resulting in major
social changes, or evolution — in a perspective which is not a familiar part of everyday
thinking. ... This excursion into the fascinating topic of how people make sense of what they
read is therefore to be conceived not merely as an inquiry into human capacity for learning in a
narrow sense, but also into fundamental processes of knowledge-generation and mediation in a
complex and dynamic cultural and scientific milieu where a multitude of — sometimes
competing — conceptions of reality (Marton 1981) can be found (Siljo, 1984:71-72).

In the source from which the above quotation is taken, S4lj6 (1984) argues that reading
in academic contexts is different from reading in everyday life (e.g. reading novels,
newspapers) because students are required to view things from certain perspectives
which are not familiar to them in everyday thinking, and students are often required to
read something of others’ choices and within certain time constraints (also see Peelo
1994, Mann 2000). Therefore, reading in different contexts “must not be assumed ... (as)
one and the same cognitive activity” (Saljo 1984:72) as the autonomous model of
literacy does. While these authors (Sdlj6 1984, Peelo 1994, Mann 2000) are all talking
about native English speakers, the discussion of Chinese students’ academic reading

must also add to the picture cultural, educational and linguistic dimensions, as the
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students are from a different culture and educational tradition and are now situated in a
western academic context (see Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Liu, 2005; Sowden, 2005; Watkins
& Biggs, 1996 for discussion of cultural issues) and using a different language. As the
quotation form S&ljo (1984) above indicates, the notion of academic reading is unlikely
to be “a familiar part of everyday thinking” even for students from the same educational
tradition. This is, therefore, likely to be even more so for students from a different
non-western educational tradition. For this reason, the autonomous model of literacy is
unlikely to be helpful in understanding Chinese students’ academic reading.

In the foregoing section, [ have showed the widespread influence of the autonomous
model of literacy in the area of reading research and the inappropriateness of such a
theory for my study of Chinese students’ L2 academic reading in a western university.
To try to find a more suitable theory for my discussion of academic reading, I therefore

now turn to the ideological model of literacy undergirding the New Literacy Studies

(NLS).

2.2.2 The Ideological Model of Literacy

In contrast to the picture underpinning the autonomous model of literacy, an
alternative argument states that literacy practices are “always embedded in social and
cultural contexts and moreover they are not simply neutral artefacts but are always
contested and ideological” (Street 1993b:82). The discussion in 2.2.1 above indicates
that the way literacy has been conceptualized in the autonomous model of literacy is
largely based on the “essay-text” form of literacy (dominant in western academic circles
to which scholars who support this view belong), which can be seen as socially
constructed within western social traditions, and hence ideological in nature. Thus,
scholars such as Goody, Olson, and Ong, emphasize the superiority of western

alphabetic writing system to other writing systems, consider literacy with writing
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systems other than alphabetic system as ‘restricted’ in terms of the scope of the literate
population of the whole society, and view the western form of literacy as capable of
fostering higher cognitive and intellectual abilities, all of which seem to confirm very
well the ideology (of western traditions) and embeddedness (in western societies and
cultures) of their own view of literacy (see in particular Goody 1968, 1977, Goody and
Watt 1988, Olson 1988, Ong 1988). In reality, however, such claims are untenable, as
the studies [ will review next demonstrate.

Gough shows that non-alphabetic writing systems can also yield widespread
literacy and sophisticated technology and civilization, as in India and China (Gough,
1988). Scribner and Cole point out that “it is a hazardous enterprise to attempt to
establish causal relationships among selected aspects of social and individual function
without taking into account the totality of social practice of which they are a part”
(Scribner & Cole, 1988:57). They suggest a comparative approach—studying
“seemingly ‘same’ practices in different societal contexts”—to investigate the
intellectual impact of reading and writing practices. Thus, they combined
anthropological field work and experimental psychological methods in a study of
literacy practices of Vai people in a West African traditional society, where there are
three scripts co-existing: English, Vai, and Arabic. English is taught at government-run
schools and is used as the official script in political and economic institutions
nationwide; Arabic is taught in Qur’anic schools” and is used in religious practices; Vai
script is usually learned within a two-week to two-month period with the help of a
friend or relative and serves the purpose of personal communication and community

affairs in the villages®. The study indicated that schooled literacy does not lead to higher

3 Learning usually only involves rote memorization of passages from Qur’an or frequently used prayers, without
actual understanding of the language.
* Such as personal correspondence, record-keeping of public affairs.
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cognitive or intellectual abilities and performance in a general sense, as the English
literates educated in western-type schools did not perform better than other groups if
they were not involved in schooled literacy practices after they left school; that certain
activities involved in reading and writing may promote specific cognitive skills, or in
other words, certain literacy practices are associated with certain skills and may
promote those skills; and that it is uncertain whether literacy is a necessary or sufficient
condition for any of the skills that were assessed, since not all non-literates were found
to perform at a lower level than all literates in all tasks (Scribner & Cole, 1981, , 1988).
This research shows that literacy does not have the general or global consequences on
cognition claimed by some scholars. Instead, the effects of literacy are closely related to
the practice of that literacy as part of people’s social practices as a whole.

In his ethnographic study in an Iranian village in the 1970s, Street (1984, 1995)
identified two types of literacies: the ‘maktab’ or Qur’anic school literacy, where
students learn the Qur’an; and the ‘modern’ literacy taught in the state education system.
Certain literacy conventions (such as ‘the ordering of words on a page; the indicating of
meaning by precise placing of words; the indication of the beginning and ending of
words by different forms of a letter’, 1995:41) learned in the ‘maktab’ are more or less
‘hidden’ compared with the skills taught in state schools, and ‘maktab’ students may be
considered as ‘illiterate’ according to the formal school tests (1984:154). Yet the
‘maktab’ literacy learned from the ‘maktab’ enabled those who learned in this way to
make their way through the Qur’an and other texts, and apply the information to their
daily life—seeking the relevance between religious texts and their current situation,
discussing and arguing with others about certain issues of their interest and so on.

Street also argues that the ‘maktab’ literacy facilitated the emergence of the

‘commercial’ literacy involved in fruit selling in mountain villages. The major form of
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the ‘commercial’ literacy was a book of transaction records with neatly lined columns
designated for accounts, weights, money, and signature, which bears characteristics of
the ‘maktab’ literacy—extra textual features such as the layout, and conventions of
presentation also contain meanings in addition to the content of language. The hidden
knowledge of lists, tables, format, and layout that was learned from the ‘maktab’ and
which helped to establish the ‘commercial’ literacy was not valued and taught in
government schools; hence the ‘maktab’ better prepared people for the ‘commercial’
uses of literacy (Street 1984, 1995). Street also noticed that “there was also a deep
ambivalence among villagers towards the state education system and the forms of
literacy it transmitted” (1995:39), due to the conflicting values and interests on the part
of urban educators and local villagers®. Street’s study illustrates that literacies acquired
in different contexts can take very different shapes, and play very different roles in
social life, and that it is therefore inappropriate for them to be evaluated and examined
on the assumption that there is one universal form of literacy, based on western
traditions. Only through the study of how people acquire certain forms of literacy and
apply them in the concrete and specific social contexts and practices is it possible to
understand the meanings and consequences of literacy.

Another well-known study in this tradition is the investigation by Barton and
Hamilton (1998) of a literacy project in a community in Lancaster, England. They
examined people’s everyday literacy practices, and the values and attitudes behind them.
Through in-depth interviews, observations and document collection and by attending to
the particulars of people’s doings with regard to reading and writing of various types,
they present a rich and vivid picture of a (basically working-class) people’s literacy life

in a local community in the north of England—how literacy is used to make sense of life,

% Villagers feel that urban teachers show more interest in urban advancement than in educating rural villagers, and
made no cffort in understanding rural values and material nceds (Street 1995:39).
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to get things done in the community, to fulfil personal goals, to meet emotional needs,
etc. For instance, one informant viewed writing at work as a struggle since he didn’t get
trained sufficiently for this at school and hence viewed himself as uneducated; he
viewed reading “authentic war stories” and writing his own “authentic war stories” as
one of the pleasure of his life; another informant used literacy as a tool to solve
community affairs, to help friends or neighbours solve their problems, to help her son
fighting against dyslexia, and to bring changes to her life. The study shows that literacy
has different meanings for different people; that the study of literacy cannot be
distanced from the real-life social context in which it takes place; and that it is closely
related to the personal, social and cultural history of its users.

Literacy studies of these kinds have revealed a very different picture from what was
portrayed by the autonomous model, and at the same time refuted the fundamental
assumptions underpinning it. As was mentioned at the beginning of this section, the
‘autonomous’ model of literacy tends to be based on western ‘essay-text’ literacy—a
cultural-specific literacy practice, whose characteristics were treated by some scholars
(see Goody and Watt 1988, Olson 1988, Ong 1988 for example) as ‘the’ characteristics
of literacy. The studies reviewed above have shown the inadequacy of this model of
literacy and point to a new direction of literacy studies based on the ‘ideological’ model
of literacy. Street (1993b) terms studies based on the ideological model of literacy as
new literacy studies (NLS), and I will use the two terms interchangeably hereafter. The
basic tenets of the ‘ideological’ model of literacy or NLS include: there is no one single
literacy but multiple literacies associated with different domains of social life and
different social institutions; the meaning of literacy depends upon the social
institutions/contexts in which it is embedded and upon the processes whereby reading

and writing are learned (Barton 1994; Baynham 1995; Gee 1996, 2000; Street 1984,
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1995). Therefore, from this point of view, in order to make sense of any given literacy
practice (e.g. academic reading), one should study it in the social contexts that give it

meaning (Street 1995).

2.2.3 NLS in Academic Literacy

There has been an expanding body of research studies in the area of academic
literacy guided by the NLS theorisation of literacy (Ivani¢, 1997; C. Jones, Turner, &
Street, 1999; Lea & Stierer, 2000; Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis, 2001). However, nearly all
of this has been concerned with academic writing; there have so far been very few
research studies on academic reading that explicitly make use of the NLS theorization.
Nevertheless, some researchers do conceptualize academic reading in a similar way as
those who adopt NLS framework. For example, Mann (2000)® focuses on native
English speaking UK university undergraduate students’ experiences of reading and
explores the meanings of reading in the students’ lives in general and in their academic
life at the university and how that shapes the students’ approaches to. reading. Her
findings include that such students define the seemingly same reading tasks differently
and assign different meanings to reading and to the academic context (e.g. one student
sees academic reading as “intellectual activity”, involving “concentration and
engagement”, from which she tries to work out her own ideas; and she sees universities
as places for intellectuals where she feels safe and at home, as she views herself an
intellectual. Another student, in contrast, thinks reading “a waste of time” and academic
reading “not intrinsically meaningful and enjoyable”; being at university means to her
more as a symbol of higher social status than a place for academic learning (p.303-306));
that the significance of academic reading for each student relates closely to his/her

perception of themselves as a student and as a person; and that reading in academic

® Sce Chapter 1 (1.2) above for further discussion of this source.
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context is not a private and personal activity but a public and evaluated activity, thus is
often experienced by the students as ‘disturbed’ or ‘problematic’ not because of the
actual reading process, but because of the purposes and consequences of the reading
activity that is imposed upon the students by more powerful parties in the academic
context. Although she does not mention anything in relation to NLS, her view of
reading as meaningful in different ways to different people and within different contexts,
as closely associated with personal history, and as social rather than individual and
private, reflects very closely a number of features of the NLS theorization.

While Mann’s (2000) study is concerned with native speakers of English, Bell
focuses on the reading practices of Thai postgraduate students in an Australian
university (J. Bell, 2002, , 2005). She explores the cultural-educational difference
between the Thai and Australian education systems, and how that shapes students’
reading practices before and after they started their studies in Australia. She holds that
the students’ past literacy experience, cultural and educational background and the
contexts in which their literacy practices take place, are crucial to our understanding of
reading and hence must be taken into account while researching reading, which, once
again, closely echoes the NLS theoretical perspective. Her study demonstrates that the
conception of reading and hence the educational expectations in these two countries
differ from each other, which resulted in different reading practices; and that the
academic environment plays vital roles in shaping students’ reading practices.

Taillefer (Taillefer, 2005), through a questionnaire survey of European
undergraduate exchange students in three countries (Britain, France and Spain),
illustrates that difference in academic literacy culture exists even among western
countries (cf. Sherman, 1992), and that such difference in academic literacy culture

leads to distinct reading practices in these three countries, which echoes Bell’s



Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework -25-

arguments and conceptions of reading (2002, 2005). Taillefer’s study once again
reflects some basic ideas of NLS by showing the necessity of considering students’
home literacy culture and past literacy experiences in the study of L2 literacy practices,
and of considering the differences between literacy cultures and the part such
differences can play in students’ literacy practices.

To sum up, the three studies mentioned above show that academic reading cannot be
fully understood from an autonomous view of literacy discussed in 2.2.1 above, since,
as the literature just reviewed show, reading per se may not be problematic, i.e. the
students are not necessarily deficient in reading skills or strategies. Rather, it is the
changes in the academic environment and differences between the host culture and the
student’s home culture that need to be studied in order to understand their reading
practices. Although not explicitly using NLS theories to guide their studies, their
theorization of reading and literacy nevertheless reflects some of the essential tenets of
NLS, which have been steadily developed and improved over years by various
researchers from areas of education, anthropology, linguistics, etc. However, without a
comprehensive theory of literacy, such as the NLS framework, to guide their studies,
none of the three researchers mentioned above was able to cover all the aspects that are
essential to a full understanding of literacy.

By foregrounding NLS theories of literacy in my study of academic reading, I am
therefore explicitly and systematically applying the whole set of the key arguments and
concepts to my study, rather than grasp only one or two aspects as Mann (2000), Bell
(2002, 2005) and Taillefer (2005) have done in their studies. Moreover, the authors
mentioned above still have the individual readers and their knowledge and strategies of
reading as the focus of their studies. For instance, Mann (2000) only examined the

relationship between the students’ academic reading experiences and their
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self-perception as a student and as a person; Bell (2002, 2005) mainly examined how
Thai students’ cultural and educational background have influenced their reading
strategies and approaches, and how they changed their reading strategies and
approaches in an Australian university; Taillefer (2005) only used questionnaire to
examine students’ home academic literacy culture. The current study, instead, will
emphasize the interactions and relationships between the individual and the context,
and between the past experiences and current practices. In other words, I will examine
the students’ past education and literacy experiences as the current practices are very
likely built upon the personal history of literacy experiences; I will examine all the
literacy events that are potentially relevant to the students’ academic reading for the
purpose of writing assignments; I will then examine how the students interact with the
other people involved in the events, how they interact with the physical, institutional,
and sociocultural contexts, how their relationships with other people and with the
contexts may have effects on their academic reading practices, and how their academic
reading practices may have effects on their academic writing and their experience of
being part of the academic discourse community in a UK university. In so doing, I am
hoping that the current study will contribute to both our understanding of reading and to
the further development of NLS by applying it to a field of study where there seem to

have been relatively few studies adopting NLS tradition.

2.3 Working Concepts in the New Literacy Studies (NLS) Approach
As I have already made clear that this research takes the view that it is important to

relate academic reading practices to social context, I have also indicated that the NLS

conceptual framework appears especially suitable for providing such a perspective. I

will therefore now review the basic concepts of NLS that are central to a study of the

kind this research is concerned with.



Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework -27-

2.3.1 Literacy Events

A “literacy event” is defined by Anderson et al. as “any action sequence, involving
one or more persons, in which the production and/or comprehension of print plays a
role” (1980, quoted in Heath, 1983:386). As Heath puts it, “those occasions in which
the talk revolves around a piece of writing” are literacy events. Such definitions imply
that the interactions between the participants are based on a piece (or pieces) of
writing—either to produce or to comprehend; and that the piece(s) of writing are very
likely to play a central role in the interaction.

Barton extends this concept to include any occasion where “the written word has a
role” (Barton, 1994:36). For example, parents reading a story to children at bed time,
two friends talking about a newspaper article that they both read before, writing a
shopping list, taking a telephone message, students reading textbooks are all seen by
him to constitute literacy events. Ivani¢ (1997) provides further understanding of this
concept, arguing that the text may either play a central or a peripheral role in an event;
that one or more texts may be involved in an event, or a text may be involved in more
than one event or may be involved in an event in more than one way; and that an event
may be divided into sub-events (p.63). It is the literacy event in this broad sense that I
will use in the current study of academic reading. Therefore, any occasion where the
written word has a role for the purpose of reading for writing an academic assignment
will be considered as a relevant literacy event. For example, going to the library to
borrow books, searching the library catalogue and/or Internet database for references,
looking at the reading lists, talking to others about the reading and writing tasks,
emailing tutors asking questions concerning reading, and so on, are all considered

relevant.

The advantage of studying literacy in terms of literacy events is that the concept
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reflects the social nature of literacy. It foregrounds the relationship between reading
and/or writing and the particular and specific occasion which is related to
reading/writing in some way. Since “reading and writing are not undertaken for their
own sake but in order to fulfil social goals” (Ivani¢ 1997:62), it is not sensible to study
them in isolation or as only concerned with individual cognitive processing. It is
necessary to take into account the social factors surrounding and related to reading and
writing which give rise to and assign meanings to particular activities of reading and
writing. In this regard, the concept of ‘literacy event’ can serve as a useful means for
studying literacy as it is situated in specific occasions and activities in human social life,

the overall perspective that my research is concerned with.

2.3.2 Literacy Practices

However it is not sufficient to look just at specific events, in which people use
literacy. It is also important to find out why the events appear the way they are. For
example, from my experience both as a student and university teacher in China, and on
the basis of anecdotal evidence provided by colleagues with similar experiences, it
appears that many Chinese students seldom used the library as a source of reference
books during their university studies in China. On the other hand, students in UK
universities are expected to use the library on a regular basis in order to obtain resources
for their essays (cf. Sherman 1992; Taillefer 2005). To understand why the same
students may involve in different literacy events while studying in China and UK, we
need to go beyond these specific literacy events. Another concept—Iliteracy
practices—is introduced for this purpose.

Baynham and Baker (2002) summarize three usages of the term ‘practice’: firstly,
the everyday usage of practice as doing something repetitively to improve skills;

secondly practice as in contrast to theory; and thirdly practice as “situated human
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activity”—i.e. “incorporating both what people do and the ideas, attitudes, ideologies
and values that inform what they do” (Baynham & Baker, 2002:2). They suggest that it
is the third usage of practice that is currently referred to in NLS. For instance, Street
(Street, 1993b:83) uses the concept of literacy practices to indicate the social uses and
meanings of reading and writing beyond the level of literacy event. Barton sees literacy
practices as the “general cultural ways of utilizing literacy which people draw upon in a
literacy event” (1994:37), which “involves values, attitudes, feelings and social
relationships”, and “includes people’s awareness of literacy, constructions of literacy
and discourses of literacy, how people talk about and make sense of literacy”” (Barton &
Hamilton, 1998:6). For example, when students searching references in addition to the
recommended reading lists from the tutors in the library or through the Internet, this
constitutes a literacy event; the literacy practice involved in this event can be described
as doing extra reading beyond the required or recommended reading lists. Such
practices may very likely involve beliefs in the value of extensive reading in learning or
achieving academic goals, or people’s positive attitudes towards extensive reading, or
students’ past experiences in similar situations where they got rewarded by tutors (a
more powerful party than the students) for doing extra reading, or students’ gradual
realization that tutors’ reading lists may not always be adequate for every student’s
purpose.

Another example is Thai students’ use of dictionary while reading (Bell 2005). The
literacy event can be a Thai student consulting English/Thai dictionary while reading an
academic text. The literacy practice here can be using native language to help reading
comprehension in a foreign language, which, according to Bell (2005), is rooted in the
way Thai students learn English in Thailand—i.e. by translating English sentences into

Thai and vice versa—which very likely leads the Thai students to the reliance on their
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native language in L2 reading. Bell (2005) also reports that after studying in Australia
for some time, some Thai students that she researched showed changes in this practice
as they realized the limitation of the dictionary definitions in helping them with reading
tasks in an Australian university, where the requirements and purposes of reading differ
from their home universities.

These two examples above may have shown how literacy practices involve values,
attitudes, beliefs, cultural upbringing, etc. and how literacy practices may be
constructed/reconstructed in relation to wider literacy discourses or social contexts.
Literacy practices are always and probably can only be embodied in and realized
through concrete literacy events, yet the concept of literacy practices “is pitched at a
higher level of abstraction and refers to both behaviour and the social and cultural
conceptualizations that give meaning to the uses of reading and/or writing” as Street
puts it (1995:2). The above discussion also seems to show that the concept of literacy
practice, as well as the concept of literacy event is also a reflection of the social nature
of literacy, as Barton and Hamilton claim that “literacy practices ... include processes
internal to the individual, ... social processes which connect people with one
another, ... and shared cognitions represented in ideologies and social identities”
(1998:6-7). Therefore, this concept serves as another central working concept for my
research because I would not only like to investigate the literacy events in which the
Chinese postgraduate students engage, but also to understand the underlying forces

which drive them to engage in those literacy events.

2.3.3 Context

My aim of this study is to look at literacy in context, therefore, it is inevitable and
essential to consider the concept of ‘context’ in order to make meaningful discussion of

literacy events and literacy practices in the current study. The concepts of literacy event
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and literacy practices both point to a social theory of literacy, which emphasizes the
embeddedness and situatedness of the individual activity of reading and/or writing in
the wider social contexts, or in other words, the relationship between the individual and
the social world, and emphasizes the concreteness and particulars of the occasions
where reading and/or writing is involved in some way that may be of interest to
researchers. As Goodwin and Duranti have observed, “context has long been a key
concept both in the field of pragmatics and in ethnographically oriented studies of
language use as well as quantitative ones” (C. Goodwin & Duranti, 1992a:1). Literacy
studies, as a branch of studies of language use, also inevitably involve the notion of
context, which various researchers have considered in their discussions (Barton, 1994
(by using the term 'environment'); Baynham, 1995; Gee, 1996; Ivani¢, 1997; Lillis,

2001).

2.3.3.1 Language in Context

Literacy is closely associated with language. Baynham (1995) remarks that literacy
is often collocated with language in public discourse. Ivani€¢ explores the relationship
between language and literacy, arguing that literacy is ‘less’ than language because
literacy is basically concerned with written language, whereas language includes both
written and spoken forms; and that literacy is ‘more’ than language in the sense that
researchers working in the NLS tradition pay more attention to the “physical, mental
and social practices and processes in which written language is embedded” than to the
language itself (1997:57). It is quite common and natural to talk about language in the
discussion of literacy (e.g. Barton 1994; Baynham 1995; Gee 1996; Ivani¢ 1997).
Therefore, I will next discuss a theory of language in context and then move on to that

of literacy in context.

It was Malinowski who first brought forward the importance of context beyond the
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words and sentences immediately before and after the particular sentence that one is
looking at in order to fully comprehend the sentence in question. From his ethnographic
field work in Eastern New Guinea, Malinowski found that to understand an utterance,
“the listener, whom we suppose acquainted with the language, ... would have first to be
informed about the situation in which these words were spoken’ (1923:301), or in other
words, what was happening around while these words were spoken. He thus coined the
term ‘context of situation’ to indicate “on the one hand that the conception of context
has to be broadened and on the other that the situation in which words are uttered can
never be passed over as irrelevant to the linguistic expression” (Malinowski, 1923:306,
emphasis in original). He then went on to argue that after being informed about the
‘context of situation’, the listener should also “have them [these words] placed in their
proper setting of native culture” (Malinowski 1923:301)—i.e. to fully comprehend the
utterance, one should take into account the cultural condition within which the utterance
is produced. Later on, Halliday gives this notion the term ‘context of culture’ (Halliday
& Hasan, 1989).

Halliday further developed the concept of ‘context of situation’ after examining the
works by Malinowski (1923), Firth (1935, 1950), and Hymes (1967). Halliday defines
‘the context of situation’ as the immediate environment where language is used,

consisting of three components:

Field of discourse: the ‘play’—the kind of activity, as recognised in the culture, within which
the language is playing some part [predicts experiential meanings];

Tenor of discourse: the ‘players’—the actors, or rather the interacting roles, that are involved in
the creation of the text [predicts interpersonal meanings];

Mode of discourse: the ‘parts’—the particular functions that are assigned to language in this
situation, and the rhetorical channel that is therefore allotted to it (e.g. is it persuasive,
expository, didactic, etc.; is it spoken, written or some combination of the two) [predicts textual
meanings] (Halliday and Hasan 1989:12, 46).

The ‘context of culture’ refers to the broader cultural background from which meanings
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are derived, as Halliday argues that “any actual context of situation, the particular
configuration of field, tenor, and mode that has brought a text into being is not just a
random jumble of features but a totality—a package ... of things that typically go
together in the culture” (Halliday and Hasan 1989:46). However, Halliday did not give a
more concrete and specific definition of the ‘context of culture’.

Drawing upon Halliday, Fairclough (1989) expands the theory of context into a
theory of language as discourse—a form of social practice. He uses the following
diagram to illustrate his theory (see figure 2.1 below). His discourse view of language
as a form of social practice configures language at three levels: he views
language/discourse, firstly as a product, i.e. text (both in written and/or spoken form),
which is represented by the inner layer—‘text’ in figure 2.1 below; secondly as
processes (represented by the middle layer in figure 2.1 below), which involves “an
interplay between the properties of texts ... and people’s knowledge of language,
representations of the natural and social worlds they inhabit, values, beliefs,
assumptions, and so on” (Fairclough 1989:24); and thirdly as involving social
conditions—the outer layer, in which the text and the processes of production and
interpretation of the text are embedded. Fairclough relates the social conditions to three
levels of social organization. The level of the social situation or the immediate social
environment can be seen as an equivalent of ‘context of situation’ in Halliday’s term.
Fairclough further divides Halliday’s ‘context of culture’ into the level of social
institution, and the level of the society as a whole (1989:25). This diagram in figure 2.1
below shows that “a text is inextricable from the processes of production and
interpretation which create it, and that these processes are in turn inextricable from the
various local, institutional and socio-historical conditions within which the participants

are situated” (Ivani¢ 1997:41). Ivani¢ adds the arrows in order to make it more explicit
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that language both shapes and is shaped by the social context (Fairclough 1989:23,

Ivani¢ 1997:43).

Social conditions of production

Process of production

»
»

Text B

v

A

Process of interpretation
Interaction

Social conditions of interpretation
Context

Figure 2.1 Discourse as text, interaction and context (Fairclough 1989:25), arrows added by
Ivani¢ 1997.

To sum up, “in seeing language as discourse and as social practice, one is
committing oneself not just to analysing texts, nor just to analysing processes of
production and interpretation, but to analysing the relationship between texts, processes,
and their social conditions, both the immediate conditions of the situational context and
the more remote conditions of institutional and social structures” (Fairclough 1989:26).

As literacy involves language and texts (Ivani¢ 1997), Fairclough’s (1989)
discourse view of language as a form social practice captures the main features of
NLS’s theorization of literacy as social practice, and hence has been adopted by
researchers in NLS tradition to conceptualize ‘literacy in context’. In the following part,
I will discuss the ways in which Fairclough’s (1989) theory of language in context has

been applied in literacy studies.

2.3.3.2 Literacy in Context

Barton (1994) adopts the notion of language as discourse, maintaining that in the
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study of literacy what must be covered is broader than just discussing linguistic form of
particular registers or genres. Building on such a theory of language, he develops an
ecological view towards literacy, the central propositions of which reflect Fairclough’s
theory of language as discourse and social practice, and further spell out the
implications of Fairclough’s ideas in literacy studies.

Barton contends that firstly literacy is a social activity that should be studied in
terms of literacy events—concrete and particular occasions where people do things with
written texts. Thus, a connection can be established between this perspective and
Fairclough’s model (see figure 2.1 above) as follows. Study of literacy as events implies
analysing the interactions between people and between people and texts during the
process of producing and/or interpreting the texts, and analysing the relationship among
people involved in the event, and between the people and texts. This echoes
Fairclough’s argument that to understand language as discourse involves analysing not
only texts and processes of production and interpretation, but also the relationship
between texts and processes, and the interaction during the processes of production and
interpretation (1989) (represented by the inner and middle layers of figure 2.1 above).
Studying literacy at the level of literacy event also involves the immediate social
context—-‘context of situation’, which is part of the outer layer in figure 2.1 above.

Secondly, in addition to literacy events, as | have already argued (see section 2.3.3
above), literacy should also be studied as literacy practices, and this brings in the rest of
the outer layer in figure 2.1, i.e. the context of social institution and the society as a
whole. Barton further elaborates that there are different literacies that people make use
of and that are associated with and supported by different social institutions. For
instance, the literacy practices involved in reading and writing academic texts are

typically associated with higher education and academic institutions such as a
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university, and will be very different from those involved in home literacy associated
with family life (e.g. bed-time story reading). If one is to make sense of academic
literacy, it is necessary to study the academic institution and the wider social conditions
in which the academic institution is situated.

In addition, Barton also specifies that the “broader social relations” literacy involves
consist of people’s values, attitudes and awareness of literacy, as people’s attitudes
toward literacy and the relative importance they attach to literacy will often have an
effect on their literacy practices (1994:47-8). Moreover, he argues that the consideration
of social context must include a historical dimension, i.e. literacy has a history both at
the personal level and at the social level. The first level of history refers to the personal
history of literacy learning and development from childhood throughout one’s life. As
Barton notices from the Lancaster Community Literacy Project, people’s view about
literacy and their choice concerning reading and/or writing at any one point of time is
very much based on the possibilities provided by their past experiences; and literacy
learning takes place throughout one’s life time as the personal life demands, social
circumstances, technologies, etc. change. And the second level refers to the literacy
changes in the whole culture. As my study is concerned with Chinese postgraduate
students who came to UK for a one-year master’s programme, my main concern is the
students’ personal history of literacy, rather than the social history of the development
of academic literacy in UK higher education. Therefore, I will not elaborate the second
level of literacy history.

Barton’s (1994) theory of literacy in context draws upon Fairclough’s idea of the
inextricability of language/discourse from both the immediate and wider social
conditions, and develops the concepts of literacy event and literacy practice for literacy

studies, reflecting the embeddness and situatedness of literacy in the social context. He
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thus breaks down the boundary between the middle and outer layers in Fairclough’s
diagram (figure 2.1 above) and spells out some important aspects of context at the level
of social institution and at the level of whole society to help our understanding of
literacy. However, Barton (1994) does not provide a diagrammatic representation of his
theory, and it is Ivani¢ (1997) who combines the thinking of Barton (1994) and
Fairclough (1989) and develops a model of literacy in context (see figure 2.2 below),
which has since been quite widely adopted and applied among researchers of NLS.

Drawing on Barton’s (1994) theory of literacy in context, and Fairclough’s (1989)
diagram (see figure 2.1 above) of discourse, Ivani¢ (1997) develops a diagram to
represent literacy in context, showing the relationship between literacy event, literacy
practice and the social conditions (see figure 2.2 below). The ‘text’ remains the
innermost layer in this model, indicating the inevitable presence and role of written
texts (be it central or peripheral) in any literacy event.

However, it is the second layer—‘literacy event’—that is more of interest for
researchers in the NLS tradition (see 2.3.1 above for the advantages of studying literacy
event). The concept of literacy event already involves the context of situation, which is
further specified by Ivani¢ as including firstly “physical situation ... an example from
academic writing (can be) ... (a student’s) bedroom ... (with) books, lecture notes ... (a
tutor’s) office ... with piles of essays, computer ...”; and secondly “specific purposes
and interpersonal relationships”, e.g. the event of a student writing an assignment
involves purposes of writing a specific assignment from the student’s point of view and
the tutor’s point of view, the student’s guess of tutor’s intention of setting the
assignment or tutor’s expectations for the assignment, tutor’s evaluation of the student’s

written work, and so on (1997:59-60).

The outer layers of figure 2.2 below represent the social context or context of
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culture, matching the outer layer of Fairclough’s diagram (see figure 2.1 above). Ivani¢
divides the social context into two levels: the third layer represents “the conventions on
which people are drawing in the literacy event: practices, the conventions for behaviour,
and discourse types, the conventions for language use”, more or less corresponding to
Fairclough’s social conditions at the level of institution. The outer layer refers to “the
socio-cultural context which shape practices and discourse types: the configuration of
values, beliefs, interests and power relations” (Ivani¢ 1997:64).

Ivani¢’s diagram incorporates the two most important concepts in NLS, i.e. literacy
event and literacy practice, with Fairclough’s theory of discourse, which shifts the focus
on text only to include analysis of social relationships and social conditions, thus
establishing a model of exploring different levels of context in literacy studies, in her

own case the study of academic writing and writer identity in particular.

Values, beliefs, interests and power relations

Practices and discourse types

Event

Text

Figure 2.2 Literacy in context (Ivani¢ 1997:64).

The appropriateness and effectiveness of this model in the study of academic
literacy has been illustrated by Ivani¢’s studies of academic writing in UK higher
education (1997). Due to its comprehensive and integrated nature, and the close
relationship between academic reading and academic writing in students’ academic life

at universities, it seems reasonable to assume that Ivani¢’s model is also relevant to and
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useful for the study of academic reading. It has therefore been used to investigate the

context of the aspects of academic literacy focused on in my study.

2.3.4 Network

In a theory of literacy as social practices, it is inevitable to analyze interpersonal
relationships and the role such relationships play in literacy, as has been made clear in
sections 2.3.1, 2.3.2, 2.3.3 above, and it has therefore seemed important to also make
use of concepts related to this aspect of literacy in my study. As Barton and Hamilton
(1998) point out, “the strength of the notion of networks is that it provides a simple way
of moving beyond a focus on individuals and individual encounters, towards one which
shows how literacy links across people and localities” (p.16). Therefore, the concept of
network is often taken for the purpose of studying interpersonal relationships by various
literacy researchers (Barton & Padmore, 1991; Fingeret, 1983, Barton 1994, Barton and
Hamilton 1998; Gee, 2004).

A “network”, according to Boissevain, is “the social relations in which every
individual is embedded” (1978:24). Figure 2.3 below is a simple illustration of
Boissevain’s idea of social networks. The central circle with a letter ‘a’ is the person in
question. The boxes with letters in are other people, and the lines represent social
relations, such as family, relatives, friends, colleagues, etc. Persons ‘b, c, d, e, f°, who
are connected with ‘a’ directly, form the “first order or primary network zone”; others,
ie. ‘g h,i,j, k I’, who are not directly connected to ‘a’, but may be in contact with ‘a’
through members of the first order zone, form the “second order zone” (ibid).

In literacy studies, Fingeret (1983) talks about two types of relationships in the
social networks of a group of illiterate adults: ‘interdependent’, meaning that
individuals both contribute to and get support from their networks, and ‘dependent’,

referring to those who cannot help others with literacy but always get help from the



Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework -40 -

networks. Barton and Hamilton (1998) focus on different functions that social networks
can fulfil in literacy activities, such as ‘getting things done in groups’, ‘finding out

information’, ‘providing mutual support’ (p.16).
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€

Figure 2.3 social networks (developed from Boissevain 1978)

They also argue that besides the positive effects of networks on individuals,
networks can also be ‘oppressive, disruptive or resistant to individuals’ needs for
change’ (ibid). For example, their study of community literacy shows that people’s wish
to return to education may be resisted by family members, or by a circle of friends.
Lillis (2001) illustrates hostile attitude of family members towards academic literacy
events at home (e.g. the husband of one of the informants turned the light off when he
saw his wife (a mature student in higher education) trying to do academic reading and
writing at home, and other family members wanted her to spend time with them at home
instead of doing reading and writing on her own). Thus, a network of social relations
inevitably involves issues to do with power, roles and identity. In my study, I have
therefore chosen to explore both supportive and non-supportive relations among the

social networks, as both may make a difference in people’s literacy practice. In addition,
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I have not restricted the investigation in the first order zone (i.e. networks by direct
contact) only, but have also considered both direct and indirect relations in the network

which may play a role in people’s literacy practices.

2.3.5 Ruling Passions—the Emotional Dimension in Literacy Practices
Literacy events and practices involve an emotional aspect, as has been shown by
various researchers. For instance, Horsman (Horsman, 1994, , 2000), in her teaching
and research of adult literacy, finds that many female adult learners of literacy associate
literacy learning as a trigger for memories of failure of literacy learning in childhood,
and for memories of violence at home and school as a child. She also points out that
“literacy learning may be the first return to a school-like situation for many learners,
and that, in itself, may be terrifying and lead to panic” (Horsman 2000:5). Rockhill
shows the strong desire on the part of women to learn to be more literate or to return to
education in order for change of their current lives, and the threat that their changes
bring to men as well as the threat from the new situations to the women themselves
(Rockhill, 1993). Besnier’s (Besnier, 1993, , 1995) study indicates that letters (or
written texts in a broader sense) can be “heavily affective”, conveying emotions such as
“love, empathy, compassion, happiness, unhappiness”, etc. (1993:72-73). Barton and
Hamilton (1998) find in their study that “the opening of mail in the mornings can be
experienced as threatening as people deal with bills; other letters, in the form of love
letters and consumer catalogues, can also embody dreams, fantasy and desire” (p.18).
They also identify other strong feelings people have about literacy: “disapproval,
triumph, control or mastery, stigma, fear” (ibid). They used the term “ruling passions”
to refer to people’s strong feelings toward literacy, or strong feelings that people
associate with literacy (e.g. things, feelings, emotions, etc. that drive people to do

reading and/or writing, and that people keep mentioning while talking about literacy).
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Drawing upon Barton and Hamilton’s notion of ruling passions, Baynham (2001)
demonstrates the powerful role the passions for geology and weather has made the
subject enthusiastic about “reading the weather, reading the media text of the weather
report, reading and recording the rainfall” (Baynham, 2001:311).

I'have felt it important to make use of the concept of “ruling passions” in my study
of Chinese students’ academic reading as I believe that their academic literacy
experiences will inevitably involve an emotional dimension, which should not be
overlooked in a study of literacy. For instance, a long reading list may appear daunting
to them, hence may make them panic even before they start reading. By the use of the
concept of ruling passions, thus, I will be able to refer to students’ strong feelings
toward literacy in general and toward academic literacy in particular, their feelings and
emotions while talking about literacy experiences, and the feelings and emotions they
experience while doing academic reading and writing. In short, this concept will enable
me to include instances in the students’ academic reading practices that involve some
kind of emotions and feelings and try to see what effect they have on students’ academic

reading.

2.3.6 Community

There are two commonly used senses of ‘community’ in NLS. One is defined in
“geographic terms”: e.g. Street’s (1984, 1993, 1995) study of literacy practices in an
Iranian mountain village, Heath’s (1983) study of three communities in Carolina US,
Barton and Hamilton’s (1998) study of a working class community in Lancaster UK all
refer to community in this sense. Although I have used the term ‘geographic’ to
characterize the sense of ‘community’, in fact, the meaning also carries with it the
notion of ‘settledness’, i.e. of a community rooted over an extensive period of time in a

particular location. The other meaning often has the sense of ‘discourse community’,
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which, as Barton puts it, is defined by “having a set of common interests, values and
purposes. ... members have agreed common knowledge ... common ways of using
language ... common ways of acting in relation to knowledge” (1994:57). Ivani¢ points
out that there is the more abstract element in this term, relating to “the context of culture,
the socio-historically produced norms and conventions of a particular group of people”,
and the more concrete element, relating to “the identities, values and practices of real
individuals”, both of which need to be borne in mind (1997:78).

However, for the purpose of my study, I find neither definition quite suitable. The
focus of the study is on a group of Chinese postgraduate students in a UK university;
hence they do not seem to fit the first definition of community in geographic terms.
Also, in a sense, this group of students are new-comers to an academic discourse
community, who may not have the same shared knowledge as other members.
Therefore, the second definition does not seem helpful, either. Instead, therefore, I will
argue that the use of the term ‘community’ as in the Activity Theory is more useful for
my study, and this concept will therefore be discussed within the next main part of this

chapter.

2.3.7 Summary

In section 2.3 above, I have illustrated how the basic working concepts of NLS can
help me conceptualize academic reading as social practices, and establish a framework
of analyzing academic reading with essential aspects that need to be considered in a
social view of literacy.

The focus of my study is to investigate Chinese postgraduate students’ academic
reading practices in relation to their written assignments. The whole process of reading
for the purpose of writing an assignment lasts over a period of time ranging from a few

days to a few weeks, involving a series of inter-related literacy events. In order to keep
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in mind all the relevant aspects of literacy practices involved (such as events, practices,
context, histories, networks, ruling passions, community, etc.) at the same time as the
analysis of the whole reading process, a more concrete framework is needed, in order to
weave different aspects into one picture and to explore contributing factors of the
literacy practices. Thus, in the following, it will be argued that “Activity Theory” (see
Engestrém 1987, 1990, 1999; Blackler et. al. 1999, 1999a, 2000 amongst others) can
serve such a purpose. In the next section, I will therefore explicate the compatibility of
the NLS and Activity Theory (AT) frameworks, the basic arguments of the AT and the
main analytical tool involved—the “activity system” (AS). I will also discuss

advantages and suitability of AT for my study.

2.4 Activity Theory (AT) Approach to the Study of Literacy Practices
2.4.1 Common Theoretical Root of NLS and AT

NLS and AT both share a common theoretical ground, i.e. the Vygotskian
cultural-historical school of psychology, which, in turn, finds its root in Marx and
Engels’ works (Karl Marx & Engels, 1975). It is widely acknowledged that AT has its
most central concept of ‘activity’ developed out of Marx’s theses on Feuerbach (Marx
and Engels, 1975); and that the main analytical tool for the AT—the activity system
(AS), and the claims about the social origin of human mind, all owe debts to Marx (see
for example Bourdieu, 1977; Engestrom, Miettinen, & Punamaéki, 1999; Scribner &
Cole, 1981; Wertsch, 1985). I will provide a detailed discussion of AT later. However,
the connection between the NLS and Marxist theories is far less visible and well-known,
but nevertheless exists. Scribner and Cole’s (1981) study of literacy uses by Vai people
in Africa, one of the early works that set the cornerstone for the development of NLS
and the work that first brought forward the concept of ‘practice’ in literacy studies, drew

heavily on Marx’s works and Vygotskian school of psychology for the research design
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and interpretation of data. Inspired by Marx and Engels’ statement about
human-environment interaction—that man (sic) transforms physical nature in labour
activity with the use of tools, and in the process of tool use, he transforms his own
nature—Vygotsky argues that the concept of “tool” includes cultural tools such as
language, writing, number system, etc. and such tools are “products of specific
conditions of social development” and have significant consequences for the
transformation of intellectual processes (Vygotsky, 1978:38-39). In this way, Vygotsky
establishes a link between society and mind, which helps the investigation of the social
origin of human thought. Based on this theorization, Scribner and Cole propose a
“practice account of literacy” to understand how “socially organized activities may
come to have consequences for human thought” (1981:235). Their notion of practice is
derived from Marx and Engels’ concept of tool-mediated activity mentioned above,
which refers to “a recurrent, goal-directed sequence of activities using a particular
technology and particular systems of knowledge” (ibid:236). Guided by this concept,

they approached literacy as

a set of socially organized practices which make use of a symbol system and a technology for
producing and disseminating it ... instead of focusing exclusively on the technology of a
writing system and its reputed consequences (“alphabetic literacy fosters abstraction,” for
example)... The nature of these practices ... will determine the kinds of skills (“‘consequences™)
associated with literacy (Scribner & Cole, 1981:236).

Barton (1994) also refers to Vygotsky (1978) while exploring the roots of literacy,
drawing mainly upon his theory of learning through interaction with more
knowledgeable people in social activities. Accordingly, Barton (1994) argues that
“literacy is embedded in the oral language and the social interaction of the child’s
surroundings ... first experienced by the child as social activities, for example between
the child and its care-givers. The child or adult (any person learning) gradually builds
upon existing knowledge and abilities, which become transformed by the new learning”

(p-130-134). Barton further points out the importance of studying the situations where
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literacy learning takes place, i.e. the events and activities of literacy learning and uses,
and the importance of examining past experience of literacy learning and uses in
literacy studies.

Gee (2000, 2000a) recognizes a number of areas in a variety of disciplines that have
undergone a shift of their focus from “individual behaviour and individual mind toward
a focus on social and cultural interaction” (Gee, 2000:180), among which NLS and AT
are included. Although he says that disagreements exist among these schools of
thoughts, he also takes the view that they seem to share the argument that “knowledge
and meaning are seen as emerging from social practices or activities in which people,
environments, tools, technologies, objects, words, acts, and symbols are all linked to
each other and dynamically interact with and on each other” (ibid:184). He further
points out that some of these “formally discrete areas are beginning to converge” in the
study of literacy (Gee 2000a:195).

The discussion above, though brief, shows how the development of NLS and its
basic tenets are connected to Vygotskian cultural-historical school of psychology, thus
also illustrating the common ground for NLS and AT conceptual frameworks. The
concepts of literacy events, literacy practices, the emphasis on the embeddness of
literacy in its context of uses, and on the importance of the literacy history, etc., seem to
be compatible with the basic notion of tool-mediated activity that is central to AT.
Therefore, there appears to be a prima facie case for integrating the two theories into
one study. Keating (2001) has made a successful attempt in this respect. She combines
the AT (Engestrom 1987, 1999), the theory of community of practice (Wenger 1998)
and the theory of critical discourse analysis (Chouliaraki and Fairclough 2000) in a
study of Portuguese women’s literacy experiences in London. The concept of activity

helps her handle the tensions between “actual deeds and their semiotic representations”
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(Keating, 2001:197), and provides her with a way of focusing both on “the individual’s
developing ways with literacy and the historical changes happening within the
Portuguese community (in London) as individuals participated in situated activities”
(ibid:200). In the following, I will first discuss the AT and AS, and then further explore

the potential advantages of the combination of NLS and AT for my study.

2.4.2 Activity Theory and Activity System Model
2.4.2.1 Action and Activity

As was mentioned earlier, Activity Theory has its philosophical roots in classical
German philosophy, in the works of Marx and Engels, and in the Soviet Russian
cultural-historical school of psychology (Engestrém 1999). Marx’s concept of labour
activity—man (the ‘subject’) by making and using tools (the ‘mediating instrument’)
produces useful objects (the ‘object’)—serves as the source for the conceptualization of
the term ‘activity’ in Activity Theory. Thus, Vygotsky based his triangular model of the

mediated action on this concept, as is shown in figure 2.4 below.

Mediating tools
Text(s)
——> Outcome
Understanding of
the theory
Subject Object
Reader Basic concepts and issues of a

theorv

Figure 2.4 triangular model of mediated action (Engestrém 1999:30, developed

fromVygotsky, 1978)

The ‘subject’ is usually the human being—the active agency in any activity—which
can either be an individual or group(s) of individuals. The ‘object’ is generally what the

‘subject’ is working at. It can be a material object (e.g. a table that a carpenter is
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making), or an abstract concept (e.g. a theory that a student is trying to understand). “An
‘object’ is both something given and something projected or anticipated” (Engestrom,
1995:397). For example, students may be asked to read about a certain theory by a
certain person. The ‘object’ is partly given in the sense that the scope of reading, or
sometimes even the exact texts are set aside by the tutors; and therefore students usually
have some idea of what they are going to read, but they do not know exactly what they
are going to work at. However, more importantly, the ‘object’ is constructed by the
‘subject’ and “gives shape and direction to activity” (ibid). In other words, even though
the students are reading the same text, the ‘object’ may not be the same and hence each
student reader may thus engage in a different reading activity. To use the earlier
example again, a reader of an academic text may have, for example, (1) facts stated in a
text as the ‘object’; (2) issues identified by the author as the ‘object’; (3) the author’s
position in the debate of key issues as the ‘object’; (4) the reader’s position in the debate
of key issues as the ‘object’; and so on. In each case, the reader is engaged in a different
activity of reading because s/he is working at a different ‘object’. Therefore, the ‘object’
is not static, nor the same for everyone; rather, it is the product of the activity of the
‘subject’ and is only fixed when the activity comes to an end. As Leont’ev puts it, “the
object of activity is twofold: first, in its independent existence as subordinating to itself
and transforming the activity of the subject; second, as an image of the ‘object’, as a
product of its property of psychological reflection that is realized as an activity of the
subject and cannot exist otherwise” (Leont'ev, 1978:52). What he tries to say is similar
to the view of Engestrom (1995) mentioned above: that the ‘object’ is disclosed at the
beginning of the activity, directing and transforming the activity, yet at the same time,
the ‘object’ is a product of the activity of the ‘subject’, existing and being realized only

within and through the activity.
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Mediating tools not only include physical objects, but also culturally and
historically formed artefacts, such as signs, languages, etc., employed by the ‘subject’ in
order to work on the ‘object’. In the case of academic reading, mediating tools are
usually texts (both in print and in digital forms), talks and discussions about texts,
reading lists, lectures and lecture notes, and so on.

This triangular model of mediated actions seems to focus on individual actions, and
does not entail the idea of mediation by other human beings and social relations, though
such an idea is implied in Vygotsky’s theory (e.g. the role of the more experienced
person(s) in the theory of the zone of proximal development (ZPD)). As Engestr6m
(1999) argues, focusing on the level of actions exclusively makes it difficult to account
for the “socially distributed or collective aspects of ... purposeful human behaviour. ...
the notion of time tends to be reduced to relatively discrete slices, often described in
algorithmic terms with clear-cut beginnings and ends, dictated by given goals or tasks.
The continuous, self-reproducing, systemic, and longitudinal-historical aspects of
human functioning seem to escape most theories of action” (Engestrom, 1999:22). In
answering to the inadequacy of the concept of action, Leont’ev makes his major
contribution to the conceptualisation of ‘activity’ by formulating the three-level model

of activity as follows, and spelling out the distinction between action and activity (1978,

1981).
Three levels Driving forces
Activity Correspondingly Motive
Action Goal
Operation Instrumental conditions

He illustrates the distinction between action and activity by using the example of a

primeval collective hunt:
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A beater, for example, taking part in a primeval collective hunt, was stimulated by a need for
food or perhaps, a need for clothing, which the skin of the dead animal would meet for him. At
what, however, was his activity directly aimed? It may have been directed, for example, at
frightening a herd of animals and sending them toward other hunters, hiding in ambush. That,
properly speaking, is what should be the result of the activity of this man. And the activity of
this individual member of the hunt ends with that. The rest is completed by the other members.
This result, i.e. the frightening of game, etc., understandably does not in itself, and may not, lead
to satisfaction of the beater’s need for food, or the skin of the animal. What the processes of his
activity were directed to did not, consequently, coincide with what stimulated them, i.e. did not
coincide with the motive of his activity; the two were divided from one another in this instance.
Processes, the object and motive of which do not coincide with one another, we shall call
“action”. We can say, for example, that the beater’s activity is the hunt, and the frightening of
the game his action (1981:210).
According to Leont’ev, activity is driven by motive, and action by goal. Activity

involves a series of actions, each of which has a goal of its own. One action alone
cannot fulfil the motive of the activity; yet the achievement of the goal of each action is
necessary for the completion of the whole activity. The above example also shows that
the ‘subject’ of the activity can be multiple individuals or groups.

Take reading as an example again. A student needs to read in order to write an
assignment (motive). The process of looking at the reading list shall be considered as an
‘action’ because it alone could not enable the student to generate thoughts and words to
finish the assignment. The action of looking at the reading list is driven by the goal of
identifying appropriate texts to read. The ‘activity’ in this case is the whole process of
searching and reading academic texts in order to understand and to generate ideas,

which is driven by the motive of writing an assignment.

2.4.2.2 Activity System (AS) Model

Although Leont’ev’s concept of activity as consisting of goal-directed actions
constitutes a big step forward in the theorization of Activity Theory, drawing attention
to activity as a whole rather than focusing exclusively on action, he does not provide
any specific model of analysis that captures the richness of the object-oriented,
culturally, historically and socially mediated activity. To overcome the limitations of the

Vygotsky’s triangular model of mediated action (figure 2.4 above), Engestrém expands
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it into a more complex model, one of what he terms the “activity system” (see figure 2.5
below). This model adds three elements, i.e. ‘rule’, ‘community’ and ‘division of
labour’, to the triangular model showed in figure 2.4 above, which form the social basis
of activity.

The following is a brief definition of the six components of the AS in figure 2.5
below, using Wu'’s adaptation of Rathbun (1999:19).

e  Subject: individual or sub-group whose agency is chosen as the point of view in the
analysis

e  Object: tangible or intangible, what the activity is directed at and which is moulded
into the outcome
Mediating artefacts: physical or symbolic instruments/tools
Rule: the explicit and implicit regulations, norms and conventions that constrain
action

e  Community: multiple individuals and/or sub-groups sharing the same general object

e Division of labour: the horizontal division of tasks between the members and the
vertical division of power and status

(Wu, 2002:43)
Mediatin% artefacts:
Texts, lectures, library, Internet,
talks
. Object: . Outcome:
Subject: Basic concepts and Oral presentations,
Student reader(s) issues of a theory essays, and so on

Division of labour:
'Roles and responsibility
Jor tutors and students
and the power relations

Rule:
Norms and
conventions of
academic reading

Community:
Students and tutors

Figure 2.5 Complex model of activity system (Engestrom 1999:31). Wavy lines are added by Blackler et.al.
(1999a) to represent incoherencies within and between elements of the activity system.

To illustrate what this model means in concrete terms, I will use the example of
reading again. The ‘subject’ might be, for example student reader(s). The ‘object’

remains the same as in figure 2.4 above, i.e. attempting to uncover the basic concepts
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and issues of a theory. ‘Mediating artefacts’ include lectures, handouts, conversations
with tutors or fellow students, academic texts, reading list, library, Internet resources,
etc. which may all have an effect on the reading. The ‘rule’ consists of norms and
conventions of academic reading in a UK university. The ‘community’ refers to the
group of students and tutors who have interest in the particular theory, or who are
required to learn/teach about the theory. ‘Division of labour’ consists of roles and
responsibilities assigned to and taken by tutors and students, and the power relations
within them. The ‘outcome’ of the reading activities may be an oral presentation, a
written essay, and so on.

The AS model provides me with a framework to explore academic reading as an
activity taking place within the activity system, and investigate the interacting factors
that contribute to the students’ reading practices and experiences as the activity unfolds.
In addition, the AS model can integrate the key arguments and concepts of NLS
framework into its own constituent components. There are a number of ways in which
the AS model is compatible with the NLS concepts. Firstly, the AS reflects the NLS’s
idea of emphasizing the embeddedness of literacy by situating the activity in its social
context. Secondly, the way in which “context” is theorized in AT, i.e. context as
consisting of ‘mediating artefacts’, ‘community’, ‘rule’, and ‘division of labour’, is
compatible with the context in NLS’s theorization (see figure 2.2 above: Ivani¢’s model
of “literacy in context”, and 2.3.3.2 above for details of context in NLS). Thirdly, the
notion of activity and the process of constructing the ‘object’ integrates the concept of
literacy events into the analysis, as we can view a series of inter-related literacy events
as constituting the activity of academic reading. A comparison between figure 2.2 and
figure 2.5 above may help the points to be seen more clearly. In figure 2.2, the inner box

is a “literacy event” with a text (or texts) and the immediate physical settings and other
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person(s) involved in the same literacy event. In figure 2.5, the starting point is the
‘subject’—a person or a group of people engaging in certain activity, academic reading
in my case; text(s) and the other physical settings become the ‘mediating artefacts’;
other people whose point of view is not chosen to construct the AS, yet who are also
involved in the academic reading activity, will be discussed under the category of
‘community’ in the AS. The two outer layers in figure 2.2, representing “‘conventions
for behaviour, ... conventions for language use, ... the configuration of values, beliefs,
interests and power relations” as Ivani¢ puts it (1997:64), are covered under the
components of ‘rule’ and ‘division of labour’ in the AS.

The history aspect, which is much emphasized in the NLS, does not constitute one
of the components in the AS. However, historicity is also considered as a key principle
of Activity Theory, the implications of which “have been surprisingly little discussed, a
notable exception being Sylvia Scribner’s (1985) impressive article on Vygotsky’s uses
of history” (Engestrém, 1999:25). As Vygotskian theory is often termed as
“sociohistorical” or “cultural-historical” theory, Vygotsky holds that “because socially
organized activities change in history, the human nature they produce is ... a changing
category... (P)sychological study of human nature (thought and behaviour) must
concern itself with the processes of formation of human nature ... need to search for
specifically human behaviour in history rather than biology” (Scribner, 1985:122-123).
Vygotsky attends to human mental development or cultural development taking place
on two levels—the level of general world history and the level of individual history
(ibid:125). Such arguments are also followed by the NLS theorization in the sense that
the study of current literacy practices must involve the study of the history of literacy
practices (see 2.3.3.2 above). As I am mainly concerned with the history on the

individual level, I will integrate the historical dimension into the component of
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‘subject’.

One aspect that appears to have been overlooked by researchers following the
Vygotskian tradition is the emotional dimension of learning (Bazerman 2001, cited in
Blackler & Kennedy, 2004). The importance of the emotional dimension in literacy
practices has been discussed earlier (see section 2.3.5 above). The role of emotion and
affect in learning process has also been widely explored in literature on learning and
education (Cornu & Collins, 2004; Haynes, Ben-Avie, & Ensign, 2003; A. Jones &
Issroff, 2005; O'Neil & Spielberger, 1979; Rubin, Katznelson, & Perpignan, 2005). It is
sensible and possible to include the concept of ‘ruling passions’ from NLS while using
the AT framework, as Blackler and Kennedy (2004) have demonstrated successfully by
including an emotional dimension in their design and evaluation of a development
programme for chief executives in public sector, which was informed by an Activity
Theory approach to learning. I will again integrate ‘ruling passions’ into the ‘subject’
component.

Having now discussed the compatibility of the AT and NLS frameworks, I will
further elaborate what I see as the advantages of using AS model in my study in the

following part.

2.4.2.3 Advantages of the AS Model and its Suitability for My Study

This complex model of AS (see figure 2.5 above) draws our attention to the social
contexts in which the activity is situated, and the possible relationships, i.e. the
interaction and contradiction, between each of the pairs of elements of the AS, which
may play important roles in the process of activity, thus helping us understand what
Vygotsky’s triangular model of mediated action (figure 2.4 above) is not able to account
for. Blackler et. al. (1999, 1999a, 2000)’s interpretation of the AS model further

clarifies the ways in which relationships can be analysed in an AS, as I will discuss in
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the following part.

Blackler et. al. (1999a), in their organizational studies, elaborate on the ways in
which the AS can help interpret relationships, arguing that this model of activity system
is a way of “representing the relationships between personal knowledge and the cultural
infrastructure of knowledge, and between individual actions and the broader pattern of
activities of which they are a part” (p.6-7). Blackler et. al. (2000) view the AS model
(see figure 2.5 above) as consisting of two triangles: the inner inverted triangle of
‘subject’, ‘object’ and ‘community’ that represents “relationships between individuals,
their work colleagues, and the activity in which they are jointly engaged”, and the outer
triangle of ‘mediating artefacts’, ‘rule’ and ‘division of labour’ that represents “factors
that mediate these relationships” (Blackler, Crump, & McDonald, 1999a:7). They term
the outer triangle as “the infrastructure of knowledge” (Blackler, Crump, & McDonald,
1999:208)—"“material, mental, social and cultural resources for thought and action”
(Blackler, Crump, & McDonald, 2000:281). They argue that the relations between each
two components of the inner triangle are mediated by the component of the outer
triangle that is between them. For instance: “the relations between individuals and the
‘object’ of their activity are mediated by concepts and technologies (mediating
artefacts), the relationships between the community and the overall ‘object’ of its
activity are mediated by its division of labour, the relations between individuals and the
communities of which they are a part are mediated by rules and procedures” (Blackler,
Crump, & McDonald, 2000:281). They also point out that “Activity Theory interprets
practice as activity, explores the links between event and context ... Activity theory
features the intimate relations between the factors that mediate activity and the activities
themselves” (Blackler et al. 2000:278, 297). Based on their interpretation of the AS

model, I would argue that one of the most important advantages of the AS model lies in
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its power of exploring the relationships between the components during the process of
activity. In my analysis, I will not restrict the discussion of relationships to the
mediating relations that Blackler et. al. (2000:281) list above’. For example, while
examining the relationship between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’, I will not only
consider the ‘rule’ as a mediating factor, but also include ‘division of labour’ as a factor
that may have effect on the relation between the ‘subject’ and ‘community’. A further
point worth mentioning here is that the AS model visualizes the relationships, including
the interactions and contradictions between the components through a triangular
diagram as is shown in figure 2.5, which the NLS framework does not specify
explicitly.

Another strength of AT is that the activity is analysed from two perspectives in the

AS. As Engestrom puts it,

Activity system as a unit of analysis calls for complementarity of the system view and the
subject’s view. The analyst constructs the activity system as if looking at it from above. At the
same time, the analyst must select a subject, a member (or better yet, multiple different members)
of the local activity, through whose eyes and interpretations the acti