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Abstract
Analysis of ALL practices in the literature is often accompanied by the use of various binaries; students
and tutors (Brockman, Taylor, Crawford & Kreth, 2010; Coffin et al., 2003), quality and deficit
(Richardson & Skinner 1990; Sultan, 2013) and generic verses embedded (Wingate, Andon & Cogo,
2011; Beckman & Rayner, 2011; McWilliams & Allen, 2014). These binaries may diminish the
complexity of ALL practice. Focusing on academic writing, this presentation provides a rationale for
analysing ALL as part of a complex, dynamic, and changing system affected by and affecting multiple
contributing factors. Cultural Historical Activity Theory (Engeström, 1987) (henceforth CHAT) is
presented as suitable framework for the analysis of ALL practices, allowing a focus on stability,
historicity, change and contradiction. CHAT affords the analysis of academic writing as an object of
study within its socio-cultural and historical context. Positioning writing (rather than students) as the
object of enquiry, signals a move away from the binaries of tutors/students and quality/deficit. CHAT
promotes a complex understanding of activity through the theory’s interacting components of: subject,
object, tools, rules, community, and division of labour. The current diversification of higher education
and the impact of neo liberal policies necessitate the application of a theory which can encompass
change, challenge and contradiction. This presentation will demonstrate the usefulness of CHAT as a
tool for understanding ALL practice.
References:
Beckman, J., & Rayner, G. (2011). Embedding academic-professional collaboration that build student
confidence for essay writing: Student perceptions and quality outcomes. A Practice Report. The
International Journal of the First Year in Higher Education, 2(2), 83-90. doi: 10.5204/intjfyhe.v2i2.87
Brockman, E., Taylor, M., Crawford, M.K., & Kreth, M. (2010). Helping students cross the threshold:
implications from a university writing assessment. The English Journal, 99(3), 42-49. Retrieved from:
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40503482
Coffin, C., Curry, M. J., Goodman, S., Hewings, A., Lillis, T., & Swann, J. (2005). Teaching academic
writing: A toolkit for higher education. Routledge.
Engeström, Y. (1987). Learning by expanding: An activity theoretical approach to
developmental research, Orienta Konsultit, Helsinki
McWilliams, R., & Allan, Q. (2014) Embedding academic literacy skills: towards a best practice model.
Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, 11(3), 1-20. Retrieved from:
http://ro.uow.edu.au/jutlp/vol11/iss3/8
Richardson, R.C. & Skinner, E.F. (1990) Adapting to diversity: Organizational influences on student
achievement. Journal of Higher Education, 61(5), 485−511. Retrieved from:
http://www.tandfonline.com

Sultan, N. (2013). British students' academic writing: Can academia help improve the writing skills of
tomorrow's professionals? Industry and Higher Education, 27(2), 138-146. doi:
10.5367/ihe.2013.0145

Wingate, U., Andon, N., & Cogo, A. (2011). Embedding academic writing instruction into subject
teaching: A case study. Active Learning in Higher Education, 12(1), 69-81.
doi:10.1177/1469787410387814

