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Academic Literacy Development in the University: Case Study 
 

Introduction 
 Importance of gaining academic literacy skills 

 - Students enter universities underprepared 
 CMS classes as a strong and solid foundation 

 - Students as confident and successful learners 
 Investigation of a freshman student’s learning processes of academic literacy skills 

 - A case study in CMS classes (ENG 201 and ENG 202) 
 
Literature review : Case study of students' learning processes 

 “Case study is a type of research design and analysis” (Duff, 2008) 
 “Most widely used approach to qualitative research in education” (Gall, Gall, and Borg, 2003) 
 Reasons for a case study 

- Generating and testing hypothesis 
- Understanding the complexity of a particular entity 
- Building theories and explanations  
 (Duff, 2008) 

 Characteristics of a case study 
 - High degree of completeness, depth of analysis, and readability 
 - May generate new hypothesis, models, and understandings 
  (Duff, 2008) 
 
Examples of case studies of students’ learning processes 

 Spack, 1997 
- Literacy development of a Japanese student 
- Focused on struggles and achievements 
- Data collection (interviews, observation, and analysis of student’s writing) 

 Leki, 1995 
 - Three graduate and two undergraduate students 
 - Focused on writing requirements and coping with a new academic culture 
 - Data collection (interviews and analysis of students writing) 

 Casanave, 2002 
 - Published a collection of multicultural case studies 
 - Focused on academic and professional writing socialization 
 - Reviewed dozens of L2 writing case studies 

 Belcher and Connor, 2001 
 - Published a set of case studies in an edited volume with narratives by eighteen scholars 
 - Included scholars known for their research on L2 literacy/writing 
 - Describe their experiences of moving back and forth across languages and literacy's 
 
Research questions 

 “How does a particular student experience learning academic literacy in the CMS classes (ENG 201 and 
ENG 202)?” 

 “How do her attitudes about academic literacy change over the two semesters?” 
 "How does she apply what she has learned in the CMS classes to mainstream classes?” 
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The CMS classes (ENG 201 and 202) 

 Remedial classes designed for freshman students 
 Small class (from fifteen to eighteen students) 
 Four hours a week 
 Focus on academic literacy skills and university preparation  

 
Participant 

 Seventeen year-old freshman from China 
 From a small town with no foreigners 
 Started learning English at the age of seven 
 Focused on grammar translation and analysis 
 No academic literacy skills 

 
Method 

 Interviews with the student 
- Six interviews (three interviews for each semester) 
- Her English educational background in China 
- The change in her impressions of successful students (reading and writing) 
- Her studies in both CMS classes and mainstream classes 
- Her study strategies in the ESL class, and how she applies them into mainstream classes 
- Her reflections on her first year at an American university 
- Her goals for the next year of school 

 Observation of the CMS classes 
- Field notes on her learning in those classes 
- How her participation changed throughout the two semesters 

 Informal interviews with the teacher of the ENG 201 and 202 classes 
- A view from the teacher's perspective of how her learning develops and changes 

 Analysis of her writing 
 - Journal entries 
            - Free writing 
            - Teacher’s conferences 
            - Peer review sheets 
            - Multiple drafts 
   
Findings and discussion 

 Moving from “at risk” to successful 
- Becoming a good reader 

 Her first impression of a good reader:  
“Someone who can read fast, read perfectly, and understand everything quickly.” 

 Her final impression of a good reader:  
“Someone who is clear about what they have read and explains it to others by retelling it in their 
own words, and also by writing a response.”  
“Someone who annotates well and fast, gets main points, is clear about the author's points, and 
can do critical thinking." 

 Learned how to focus on the author's main points instead of each word 
 Realized that reading is not about memorizing each individual word, but making her own 

meaning through an understanding of the text  
 Developed strategies which helped her to be more flexible in her reading and used different 

strategies for different reading purposes 
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             - Becoming a good writer 

 Her first impression of a good writer: 
“Someone who can write a lot quickly and perfectly.” 

 Her final impression of a good writer 
“Someone who can organize well, use academic words, knows what kind of information they 
should include to convince their audience, and understands the writing process."  
"Someone who can understand the main points of articles and summarize them well, writing 
short and concise summaries after reading long articles." 

 Learned that writing is a non-linear process that takes time and multiple drafts, in order to 
organize many thoughts into a clear and organized paper 

 Realized how to write for her audience 
 Realized that grammar comes last and the most focus should be on the content of her papers 
 Realized that the approach to reading is similar to that of writing 

- Becoming a good student 
 Her first writing assignment was the shortest paper in the class - two pages double spaced with a 

size twenty four font 
 Her motivation towards her studies and contributions in the classes continued to grow throughout 

the year 
 Turned from a passive to an active student 
 Became only one of two successful students who moved on to ENG 310 (second year 

composition), skipping ENG 209 (first year composition) 
 

 Thriving in a low stake environment 
- Low stake CMS classes 

 The small and safe classroom environment allowed her to be more motivated and connected to 
other students in the classes 

 "We share problems with others" 
- Places for gaining and practicing reading and writing strategies 

 Saw those classes as a place where she could study, "Like a laboratory" 
 Engaged in different strategies to see what would best help her to develop her own learning 

strategies 
- Personal journals 

 Understood that writing is a way to reflect on readings 
 "I got the ideas for my thesis statement from my personal journals" 
 Used them to communicate with the teacher. 

 
 Successfully transferring strategies to mainstream classes 

- Annotation 
 Wrote comments, questions or any thoughts she had and critically analyzed the texts she read 

(critical thinking) 
- Summarizing 

 Acquired the "Ways Americans think." 
 Learned how to write about the text using her own words and ideas, not just copying 

- Free writing 
 Enabled her to practice critical thinking skills, as she considered two different viewpoints and 

decided in her own mind which one made the most sense 
 Learned how to put her thoughts and opinions onto paper in an expressive way 
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 Writing/reading support from mainstream teachers 

- Formal and informal meetings with her to discuss papers and concerns she had with the class (teacher 
in the humanities class) 
- Was assigned to write a summary of the readings and this allowed her to be ready for in class 
discussions (teacher in the philosophy class) 

            - Felt like a part of the classes and was valued by the teachers.  

Implications 
 Remedial classes for all ESL students 

- Those who take these classes get to spend a lot of time practicing and gaining those skills and get 
personalized attention from their teacher 
- Those who take these classes come away with a better understanding of the strategies necessary to be 
successful readers and writers in English 

 Collaboration between ESL and mainstream teachers 
 - Share their knowledge about students’ strengths and weaknesses 
 - Discuss how to encourage their learning  
            - Consider them as valuable students who can offer their own contributions in the classroom by    
 providing different perspectives and knowledge 

 The need for more research for case studies in academic literacy development 
- More case studies on academic literacy development should be done to see the results of case studies            
performed on other students 
- TESOL students (Future ESL teachers) should investigate the real learning processes of ESL students 
in addition to learning teaching methods 

 
Reference 

 
Duff, A. P. (2008). Case study research in applied linguistics. NY: Taylor & Francis Group, LLC. 
 
 
 


