A cross-disciplinary approach to embedding: A pedagogy for
developing academic literacies
Abstract
Over the last decade, the higher education sector has undergone considerable changes. With
increased rates of access and participation in university education, a variety of entry pathways have
emerged and led to a significant growth in the range of non-traditional students enrolling at
universities, which now includes students with English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EALD),
students who identify as mature age learners, and those from a range of socio-economic
backgrounds. As universities continue to enrol students with greater diversity in their profile and
capacity, there is concern about falling academic standards and performance due to a lack of key
academic language and literacies to succeed in the tertiary environment. In more recent years, the
provision of academic language and learning has moved away from generic models which focus on
a deficit model of support for weak students to more collaborative and integrated approaches, which
advocate a discipline or faculty-based model for all students. There is a growing body of research
which supports the view that academic literacies should be embedded within discipline subjects
rather than taught generically outside the subject area. This study proposes a unique model of
embedding - the Unit Specific Model - an embedded, integrated and team taught model, that
champions a collaborative and cross-disciplinary approach to teaching and learning within academic
disciplines, and represents a model of best practice. Results from previous longitudinal studies
(Maldoni, Kennelly & Davies, 2009; Kennelly, Maldoni & Davies, 2010; Maldoni & Lear, 2016) have
demonstrated the positive impact of the Unit Specific Model on improvements in the English
language capabilities of international students, the development of academic literacies, and student
learning in the discipline. Using the Unit Specific Model as the theoretical framework, this study
reports on the expansion of the Unit Support Program (USP) from first to second and third year units
across two disciplines. Using a mixed-methods approach employing both quantitative and qualitative
data sets, this study explores the impact of embedding the Unit Specific Model into the targeted
disciplines beyond first year, and assesses the benefits of this intervention particularly in the areas
of student engagement, the acquisition of content and the development of academic literacies,
performance, and ultimately student success. In addition, the study explores the unique team
teaching aspect of this cross-disciplinary approach to embedding as a model of best practice and
seeks to examine the methods of negotiating the shared teaching and learning space both in and
out of the classroom, model collaborative practices, and identify the associated benefits these
provide to both students and academic staff. The research will argue for a more systematic and
institution-wide approach to the development of academic literacies across the tertiary sector where
content and literacy staff are integrated within disciplinary learning, teaching and assessment, and
are repositioned as relevant to all students.
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