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Abstract
Widening participation in higher education has led to the global expansion of uni-
versities, increased student and program diversity, and greater provision of flexible 
pathways into university. Critical to supporting a growing student body is helping 
all students develop their ability to communicate confidently and effectively in their 
academic communities. This research employs a collaborative benchmarking frame-
work to explore academic literacy instruction in pathway or ‘enabling’ programs 
across nine Australian universities. While prevailing assumptions hold that such pro-
grams are overly diverse, the findings demonstrate that these programs have devel-
oped remarkably similar approaches; in particular, the investigation found that the 
programs all drew on established academic literacy models and reflected an emerg-
ing disciplinary coherence across the enabling education sector, despite the lack of a 
formal curriculum and standards framework.

Keywords Academic literacy · Enabling education · Benchmarking · Pathways

Introduction

The ability to use language to meet the complex demands of tertiary study is criti-
cal for individual student success (Wingate, 2015), yet ‘academic literacy’ is a con-
tested term with a variety of different understandings in higher education (Baker 
& Irwin, 2016), underpinned by different models of instruction in academic com-
munication. The appropriateness of these different models is subject to increasing 
scrutiny as universities adapt to the changing needs of students. Globally, widening 
participation initiatives have transformed universities from elite to mass institutions 
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with diverse student populations (Callender et  al., 2020; Trow, 2007). Demands 
for an increasingly professionalised workforce, along with growing expectations of 
wider access to education (Mandler, 2020) and government policy changes (Gale & 
Parker, 2013) have seen universities expand access and offer programs to support 
this diverse range of students.

Despite this diversity of offerings, there is broad agreement about what is 
expected of graduates from Australian universities. Most universities have devel-
oped university-wide graduate attributes or outcomes that describe the skills, knowl-
edge and capabilities graduating students are expected to demonstrate. Developed 
independently by institutions, these graduate attributes reflect the individual uni-
versity expectations and values that differentiate each from other universities. How 
these are interpreted, articulated, measured, and attributed is similarly determined 
at the individual university level, reflecting each university’s unique interpretation 
as there is no national agreement on such statements (Barrie, 2006). However, these 
graduate attributes are very similar (Osmani et al., 2015) and focus on capabilities 
that align with the expectations of the various levels of qualifications the Australian 
Qualifications Framework (AQF) (Australian Qualifications Framework Council, 
2013) describes. Although not explicit in these descriptions, there is an understand-
ing that to achieve success in the skills at Level 7 (undergraduate degree) a student 
will require academic communication skills. According to the AQF, a student grad-
uating from an undergraduate degree (Level 7) will have the ‘cognitive, technical 
and communication skills’ to ‘analyse and evaluate information’, and ‘generate and 
transmit solutions’, knowledge and ideas to others (Australian Qualifications Frame-
work Council, 2013, p. 13).

Similarly, most graduate attribute statements include critical thinking, commu-
nication, problem solving and information literacy skills (Osmani et al., 2015), all 
underpinned by academic literacy. Students’ success at university and the likelihood 
that they will continue in an undergraduate program is impacted by how prepared 
they are for the type of study they move into (Jansen & van der Meer, 2012). How-
ever, many university students come from a high school experience that is neither 
consistent (Pargetter, 2000) nor specifically focused on the capabilities required to 
succeed in all academic settings (Emerson et  al., 2015) including being prepared 
for undergraduate academic literacy requirements. Further, non-school leavers now 
make up a significant proportion of new undergraduate students and come to univer-
sity with varying levels of academic communication preparedness. Many of these 
students need support to develop additional academic literacy capabilities needed 
for success in tertiary study.

Despite an increased recognition of the value of academic communication 
development for all students, and a growing emphasis on improving access for a 
broad spectrum of equity groups, research into academic communication instruc-
tion in higher education has focused on programs directed toward specific student 
cohorts. This is the case for English language development for students from non-
English speaking backgrounds, and, to a lesser extent, transition programs provided 
by some universities through selected first year undergraduate programs (Chanock 
et al., 2012; Dooey & Grellier, 2020). Further, while improving access and valuing 
diversity has contributed to a growing interest in the academic communication skills 
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which underpin successful university study, there appears to remain an entrenched 
deficit approach to developing students’ academic communication abilities (Lea & 
Street, 2006; Lillis & Scott, 2007; Wingate, 2015), and an expectation that students 
engage with and reproduce dominant conventions of the academy (Lillis & Scott, 
2007). These expectations are reflected in traditional approaches to teaching aca-
demic communication, focusing on the mechanics of writing through the provision 
of remedial support for students who struggle with the academic communication 
requirements of their discipline, or specialist courses for those from non-English 
speaking backgrounds. However, more contemporary approaches, such as genre-
based and socialisation models, along with discipline-based approaches have moved 
toward a more inclusive method with instruction embedded in the wider curriculum 
(Wingate, 2018). Academic literacy approaches include a further and critical ele-
ment, recognising the social constructedness of routinised academic discourses and 
calling for their transformation to incorporate more inclusive practices (Lillis et al., 
2015).

Australian ‘enabling’ education programs provide a key pathway through which 
diverse students access and transition into undergraduate study. However, research 
into how these programs approach academic communication development has been 
limited. Although the higher education landscape includes a range of pathway, pre-
paratory or bridging programs under these broad banners, the research presented in 
this paper is specifically focused on university programs which are funded through 
the Australian government’s enabling load funding arrangements.

Enabling programs are non-award programs and in 2020 they engaged some 32 
000 students (Department of Education, 2022). Enabling programs transition into 
further study proportionately more students from defined equity backgrounds than 
other alternative pathways (Pitman et  al., 2016). This includes students from low 
socio-economic status, regional and remote backgrounds, Indigenous Australians, 
and people with disabilities. Significantly, the proportion of students entering uni-
versity via an Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) pathway has declined, 
and students who undertake an enabling program experience more positive out-
comes in undergraduate study than those entering through other alternative path-
ways (Li et al., 2022). The Australian Universities Accord Interim Report (O’Kane 
et  al., 2023) proposes increasing higher education participation targets and recog-
nises the important role of enabling programs, as these targets will only be achieved 
through expanding access and participation by students from priority equity groups.

Enabling programs are excluded from the AQF, having been developed separately 
by individual universities to meet the needs of local student groups. This has contrib-
uted to a perception that enabling programs across Australia are disparate (Pitman 
et al., 2016; Shah & Whannell, 2017) with little consistency in course development and 
teaching and learning approaches. This has resulted in a lack of sector wide recogni-
tion of consistent academic standards, quality, and learning outcomes, in some cases 
limiting the transferability options for students who successfully complete their ena-
bling programs. In their 2015 audit of how academic communication development is 
addressed across enabling programs, Baker and Irwin concluded that there was ‘not 
enough cohesion and conversation amongst enabling programs to form a sector’ (p. 
12). It is this contention that is challenged in this paper. Recent multi-institutional 
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studies (Relf et  al., 2017; Syme et  al., 2021) suggest there are underlying common-
alities across some programs (despite a lack of an external standards framework), with 
these programs often sharing pedagogical approaches, learning outcomes and assess-
ment practices. Drawing on these studies, the National Association of Enabling Educa-
tors of Australia (NAEEA) (2019) proposed a set of Common Learning Outcomes for 
enabling education in Australia, arguing in a submission to the AQF Review that a con-
sistent approach via common learning outcomes for enabling programs would enhance 
the quality and institutional transferability of qualifications (Seary, 2019). These Com-
mon Learning Outcomes provide a descriptor of the capabilities expected of students 
who exit an enabling education program in Australia and thus, while not formally man-
dated, can now provide a proxy standard for the sector. Broad based external bench-
marking provides an effective mechanism for further exploring the extent of an emerg-
ing cohesion across the enabling education sector, including understanding the scope 
of any shared approaches to academic communication development across programs.

This examination of academic communication development in enabling programs 
extends on a broad benchmarking project (Davis et al., 2023) for the NAEEA which 
examined the comparability of standards and outcomes of enabling education pro-
grams at nine Australian universities. Each of these nine programs includes a core 
subject addressing academic communication requirements at a tertiary level. This 
academic communication study sets out to examine this core subject in each of these 
nine programs to answer the following questions:

• To what extent is there a shared approach to academic communication develop-
ment across these different enabling programs?

• What models of academic communication development underpin the approaches 
taken in these programs?

Close examination of curriculum materials, assessment practices and student 
writing across nine different sites of practice allows a deep understanding of how 
enabling programs address academic communication requirements, providing a 
depth of understanding not available through broad desktop audit processes.

This academic communication study may provide a much-needed basis for ongo-
ing work to improve academic communication outcomes for students in these pro-
grams and to support them to transition into further tertiary level study. It will help 
address concerns that the sector lacks comparability and transparency (Pitman et al., 
2016; Shah & Whannell, 2017), and may contribute to a greater understanding of 
the degree to which enabling education is emerging as a coherent sector within 
higher education, allowing broader and more rigorous explorations of the role of the 
sector in widening participation efforts in Australia.

Context and background

To date there has been limited research on how enabling education programs 
approach the development of students’ academic communication abilities, although 
many studies acknowledge it is a critical component (Brett & Pitman, 2018; Davis & 
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Green, 2023; Fudge et al., 2022; Relf et al., 2017; Syme et al., 2022). Other studies 
(Hunt & Baker, 2014; McNaught & Benson, 2015) focus on initiatives to enhance 
the outcomes of academic communication subjects in individual programs and 
specific contexts. In one of the few broader studies, Baker and Irwin (2015, 2016) 
conducted an audit of academic literacy provision across 26 universities, conclud-
ing that there was no consistent approach underpinning these programs, and that 
the field was ‘disparate and semi-disconnected’ (Baker & Irwin, 2015, p. 58). They 
argued, nevertheless, that there was a preponderance of skills and genre-based 
approaches, with differences between programs generally aligning with how long 
they had been established, including those that looked ‘backwards to mimic school’ 
(Baker & Irwin, 2015, p. 57) and those that, through more emphasis on disciplinary 
epistemologies, looked ‘forward to imitate undergraduate study’ (p. 57). However, 
recent studies suggest there is growing alignment across the sector and that ena-
bling education programs are underpinned by more developmental and transforma-
tive approaches, including the provision of academic communication and literacy 
development. Relf et al. (2017) argue common guiding principles underpin curricu-
lum approaches across three enabling programs, identifying the shared inclusion of 
explicit teaching of the often implicit ‘rules, values, knowledge and academic skills’ 
required of university study (p. v.). Similarly, Syme, et  al. (2021) compared three 
enabling programs, finding a shared approach to academic communication, par-
ticularly critical reading and the use of scholarly sources to construct an academic 
argument.

Academic communication models

Approaches to language and literacy development are dependent on understand-
ings of the nature of literacy and how students acquire writing expertise. Models 
to support academic language development have been defined and characterised in 
a range of ways. Carroll (2002) argues a prevailing ‘fantasy’ in academia contends 
that students who are adequately prepared for undergraduate study will know how 
to write well in any context they encounter in their studies (p. 2). This assumption 
is based on the notion that ‘good writing’ is an uncontested convention, a unitary 
skill applicable across contexts and disciplines, rather than an ideologically situ-
ated, socio-cultural construct that varies across contexts (Lillis & Scott, 2007). This 
approach supports what Lea and Street (2006) refer to as a skills-based knowledge 
transmission model, arguably the dominant approach to academic development in 
many university settings (Wingate, 2015) that has emerged from an emphasis on 
mastering the surface textual features of writing. This model supports learning of 
decontextualised ‘rules’ and patterns of formal academic language such as sentence 
structure, grammar and punctuation, which can then be transferred unproblemati-
cally to any context and discipline (Lea & Street, 2006). Students undertake study 
to ‘fix’ the deficits in their writing, usually through add-on learning support or 
English language programs that are often marginalised and on the periphery of the 
higher education sector (Bell, 2023; Hyland, 2009). A criticism of this approach is 
that it focuses on superficial transfer of learning, while literacy knowledge is highly 
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complex and does not always lend itself to such ‘low-road’ transfer into disciplinary 
areas (Green, 2013). Further, it misrepresents academic literacy as a ‘naturalised, 
self-evident and non-contestable way of participating in academic communities’ 
(Hyland, 2009, p. 8), an approach which fails to appreciate the growing diversity of 
those same communities.

An alternative approach to academic communication instruction is an academic 
socialisation model (Lea & Street, 2006) that views writing in a discipline as being 
about both the linguistic features that form part of that discipline and an understand-
ing of how knowledge is constructed in that discipline (Wingate &Tribble, 2012). 
Students become part of that discipline’s culture, and learn, then reproduce its rules 
as needed (Lea & Street, 2006). This academic socialisation model draws on genre 
and discourse theory, recognising the differences between disciplines and how they 
construct knowledge according to their unique genres. In a teaching and learning 
setting, the teacher expert is responsible for guiding the student novice to under-
stand and become part of the culture in which they are studying. The ways in which 
the communicative purpose of the text, and the roles and relationships within the 
discourse community influence textual features is central to this approach (Flow-
erdew, 2020), but emphasis is still on the unproblematic reproduction of established 
rhetorical patterns. While specific linguistic features are more easily transportable 
between contexts, students can have difficulties when they move between disciplines 
as they grapple with the construction of discipline knowledge within their new disci-
pline (Wingate, 2015).

Lea and Street (2006) propose a third model that adopts an academic literacy 
approach. This approach, drawing on socio-cultural linguistics and critical theories, 
regards writing and literacy as complex social activities, focused on meaning mak-
ing and closely linked to identity, power and authority. Students are viewed as val-
ued collaborators in an academic learning community, while the discursive norms of 
this community are recognised as dynamic and changeable, subject to disciplinary 
influences but also impacted by broader institutional structures, such as governments 
and market economies. Such an approach allows for more meaningful knowledge 
transfer (Green, 2013) to new contexts and, with its ethnographic focus, foregrounds 
why the demands of academic communication are often opaque and inaccessible for 
students from historically excluded groups (Lillis & Scott, 2007). Academic literacy 
practices become routinised, what Bourdieu labels ‘habitus’ (Hyland, 2009, p. 123), 
for those with access to the cultural resources to engage with ease in a university 
environment. This is significant in the context of widening participation and ena-
bling education programs as it acknowledges systemic inequalities that are open to 
challenge and transformation, and positions students to recognise, interrogate and 
resist these inequalities.

These three broad models described by Lea and Street (2006) are reflected 
in further literature. In a review of academic literacy research, Li (2022) groups 
approaches to language and communication pedagogy similarly as language based, 
disciplinary based and sociocultural. Bhatia (2004) presents a historical perspective 
arguing progression of focus from the textualisation of lexico-grammar (the textual 
space), to the organisation of discourse (the tactical and professional space), and 
then to the contextualisation of discourse (social space). Flowerdew (2020) argues 
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that an academic literacies model shifts the pedagogical focus from text to practice. 
It should be noted, however, that these models are not mutually exclusive, and effec-
tive literacy pedagogy draws on elements from different models (Lea & Street, 2006) 
through the various and often iterative stages of text and context analysis and text 
production (Wingate, 2015). A combination of models also allows for both ‘high-
road’ and ‘low-road’ transfer to target disciplines, thus helping enabling courses to 
fulfil their purpose of preparing students for academic study (Green, 2013). These 
models are summarised in Table 1.

Benchmarking

The Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) defines bench-
marking as a ‘structured, collaborative learning process for comparing practices, 
processes or performance outcomes’ (TEQSA, 2019, p. 7). Increasingly, higher edu-
cation providers are expected to employ external referencing processes, including 
benchmarking, to evidence quality in the delivery of their programs and to inform 
ongoing improvements through collaboration with comparator institutions (Booth 
et  al., 2016). External benchmarking of programs involves a structured process 
through which learning outcomes, assessment methods and student work samples 
are analysed to determine if they are of a comparable standard, that students are 
achieving comparable outcomes (Sefcik et al., 2018), and that they align with regu-
lated standards such as the AQF in Australia. However, if benchmarking of teach-
ing and learning in individual programs, both within and across institutions, is to 
generate authentic understandings that can contribute to improved practices, it must 
go beyond ‘tick and flick’ style methodologies (Lawson et  al., 2015) and provide 
opportunities for open, dynamic, and rigorous dialogue (James, 2003). It is through 
immersion in this dialogue that academics are able to articulate the often implicit 
understandings and epistemologies that inform their routine practices (Reckwitz, 
2002). Such a practice-focused approach can provide rich, qualitative data to supple-
ment more quantitative based benchmarking data.

Methods

This academic communication study extends upon a broader benchmarking study 
(Davis et al., 2023) of nine enabling education programs across Australia. Collec-
tively, the programs account for approximately 50% of student enrolments nation-
ally (Department of Education, 2022) and were selected through purposive sampling 
from a total of 35 institutions which offer such programs (Department of Education, 
2022). They are diverse in size, geography, and structure; are representative of all 
states and the Northern Territory; and are thus broadly representative of the sector.

The first stage of this broader benchmarking project employed a framework devel-
oped by Morgan and Taylor (2013) and refined through a pilot benchmarking pro-
ject by Syme et al., (2021). Initial meetings of participating researchers from each 
institution established the parameters and protocols of the project and facilitated 
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the establishment of a formal cross-institutional agreement and, consequently eth-
ics approval was attained. These meetings also established the sense of collegiality 
which later supported the open and rigorous conversations (Taylor & Morgan, 2011) 
necessary for productive and authentic benchmarking. Consistent with Yin’s (2014) 
pre-planned and tightly structured approach to case study research, a benchmarking 
framework and templates were developed to ensure that consistent data protocols 
(Hyett, et al., 2014) were established to support rigour and comparability of results. 
A shared data repository was established, and curriculum documents, assessment 
tasks, marking rubrics and student samples were collated. Four student samples 
from three subjects, including study preparation, foundation mathematics and aca-
demic communication were blind marked by academic staff from three of the par-
ticipating institutions, and results were recorded and discussed by the researchers. 
The curriculum documents from each subject were also compared against the Com-
mon Learning Outcomes established by the NAEEA (2019) to determine the extent 
of alignment. At each stage of this process, the researchers considered a series of 
questions relating to the benchmarking process and data collected. Notes made dur-
ing these conversations provide rich evidence of the decision-making processes and 
epistemological understandings underpinning teaching practices.

Each of the programs included a core academic communication subject, focus-
ing on reading academic texts and writing a formal academic research essay, and 
it is this subject that is the focus of this academic communication study. It must be 
noted that the academic communication subjects investigated in this study are not 
aimed at addressing English language skills for students from culturally and linguis-
tically diverse (CALD) backgrounds. English language entry requirements are not 
consistent across all enabling programs (Baker & Irwin, 2015). While some uni-
versities also offer specific English language programs for CALD students, students 
in enabling programs may have differing levels of English language competency, 
which can impact on their learning success. This academic communication study 
aimed to construct a rich and detailed understanding of how academic communica-
tion requirements are addressed in the enabling education sector based on patterns 
which emerge across nine separate university programs. Curriculum and assessment 
documents were analysed against descriptors of the established models of academic 
communication (Lea & Street, 2006), including skills based, academic socialisation 
and academic literacy models. This aimed to determine the extent to which these 
models are reflected in this program documentation. Assessment tasks and rubrics 
were also analysed against these models. Relf et al., (2017, p. 3) argue such docu-
ments evidence the ‘intended curriculum’.

The benchmarking process provided opportunities for in-depth conversations 
amongst the researchers about their theoretical and practice-based approaches 
to academic literacy development. This evidence gathered through benchmark-
ing is therefore supplemented by notes made during fortnightly participant meet-
ings. Each participant contributed to these discussions as a ‘participant-as-observer’ 
(Cohen et al., 2017, p. 543) with insider knowledge of epistemological approaches, 
teaching practices, and assessment processes, providing a rich source of informa-
tion about ‘enacted’ and ‘hidden’ aspects of the curriculum (Relf et al., 2017, p. 3). 
The participants engaged as practitioners and researchers and remained reflectively 
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self-conscious of their role as insiders, and critically reflexive as they shared and 
analysed their authentic experiences (Cohen et al., 2017).

Results

Comparing curriculum outlines

The curriculum outline documents for the academic communication subjects 
included subject titles and codes, rationales, synopses, learning outcomes, assess-
ment structures and expectations, and often study schedules and additional infor-
mation for students regarding learning support, academic integrity and various rel-
evant university policies. The learning outcomes, topics and assessment tasks for 
each subject, presented in detail in Davis et al. (2023), were compared. In all nine 
subjects, the topics for study and the learning outcomes included references to the 
elements and stages of academic essay writing, including researching, structuring, 
drafting, referencing, and presenting an argumentative essay. Five subjects included 
explicit references to understanding the university context, culture or environment, 
while three referred to learner identity and self-reflection.

All nine subjects adopted a remarkably similar assessment approach. In all but 
one subject, students selected and then engaged with a single research topic through-
out the entire period of study. (In the remaining subject, students engaged in a series 
of specified themes rather than a single topic of study). Students then investigated 
this topic, developing growing expertise through their reading, and submitting a 
series of scaffolded assessment tasks reflecting the steps involved in developing an 
academic research essay. Tasks included direct responses to academic readings, such 
as an annotated bibliography, reading responses to set questions, journal reflections 
about readings, or a literature matrix, all designed to develop both information lit-
eracy and critical reading abilities, and student knowledge of the research topic. Stu-
dents then submitted, in various stages of development, an evidence based and ref-
erenced paper in response to a set essay question or choice of questions. These tasks 
included essay proposals and plans, complete or partial drafts, and then the com-
pleted essay, with iterative feedback throughout this process (Fig. 1). Two subjects 
also included an end of semester examination drawing from the same essay project.

Most of the subjects offered a choice of essay topics that students could work 
on throughout the semester whilst the remaining programs provided one set 
topic. These topics were current and focused on areas that students were likely to 
already be familiar with or have an interest in such as media, social media, rural 
education, digital technology, online education, and climate concerns. These gen-
eral topics allowed for a focus on the academic capabilities needed to complete 
the task, rather than specialised discipline knowledge. All subjects introduced the 
topics through academic readings at the beginning of the semester and structured 
the subject learning around this topic, introducing scaffolded skills development 
to arrive at the production of a final essay. Whilst the different subjects allowed 
for a range of essay types, they all required basic research skills to be incor-
porated into the final essays with an emphasis on writing structure, academic 
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integrity and correct inclusion of appropriately selected source material. Carroll 
(2002) argues that a challenge of preparatory academic communication courses is 
that they do not easily afford students the opportunity to develop the disciplinary 
content knowledge (what to write) required to support the critical thinking under-
pinning academic writing processes (how to write). However, the shared adoption 
of this extended thematic approach, requiring students to engage with a range of 
theme based academic texts, lends more authenticity to the development of their 
academic essay.

The nine curriculum outline documents were also closely analysed for evidence 
of discourse relevant to each of the three academic communication teaching models. 
Using simple coding in NVivo 12, terms relevant to the three models of academic 
communication teaching were grouped to determine if there was a greater emphasis 
on one approach over others. Specific references to individual skills, such as punc-
tuation and grammar, were evident throughout the documents, accounting for 30% 
of mentions, and matched to the skills model. References to understanding and using 
the features of specific academic genres, along with references to being aware of and 
responding to the demands of a university environment accounted for over 60% of all 
mentions, and were aligned to the academic socialisation model. Finally, references 
to developing critical approaches to university expectations, identity formation, and 
constructivist or collaborative meaning making were coded against the academic lit-
eracy model, and accounted for approximately 10% of mentions. While this analysis 
drew on quite arbitrary divisions of the content of the curriculum documents, the 
results reflect a strong reliance on the academic socialisation model, and an empha-
sis on a genre-based approach, while demonstrating a comprehensive approach that 
draws on elements of all three models (Wingate, 2015). While it is noted that cur-
riculum outline documents are by their nature sparse, a simple analysis of their use 

Fig. 1  Assessment types and overall weightings evident across the nine academic communication sub-
jects
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of discourse reflecting terms most commonly associated with the different models of 
academic communication instruction gives an indication of their intention.

Analysing assessment rubrics

An analysis of the assessment rubrics also demonstrated a high degree of alignment 
across universities and a consistent reliance on a genre-based model, particularly 
as it applied to the formal academic research essay adopted by all nine subjects. 
For the purposes of comparison, the marking rubrics for the final essay assessments 
for each subject, each adding to a weighted result of 100%, were examined with 
the aim to categorise each criterion under similar overarching criterion types. For 
example, some rubrics assigned separate marks to an ‘introduction’ or a ‘conclu-
sion’. These were included under the overarching criterion type ‘structure’. These 
overarching criterion types were added up to provide a total of the weightings out of 
100% (Fig. 2).

It should be noted that the variation in criteria weightings across the universities 
may in part be attributed to the criteria weightings associated with previous assess-
ment tasks which were not analysed here. These previous tasks generally required 
students to submit work in developmental stages as they progressed toward the com-
pletion of their final essay, such as essay plans and draft paragraphs.

Notably, the marking criteria in the rubrics were consistent across all universi-
ties. Whilst individual universities varied the weightings of the criteria, there was 
a strong emphasis on the essay structure and genre conventions associated with the 

Fig. 2  Weightings of task type assessment criteria as described in individual subject rubrics across the 
nine universities
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type of essay required. The process around finding appropriate resource material and 
using it correctly in the essay was also given a consistently high weighting. This 
aligns with the overall emphasis on the higher order thinking skills required to pro-
duce the essay in line with academic expectations as seen by the relatively lower 
emphasis on the mechanical aspects of composing the essay with the focus on gram-
mar, formatting, and spelling (Fig. 3).

Comparing mapping with NAEEA common learning outcomes

While benchmarking provides an opportunity for institutions to compare programs 
and individual subjects against those of comparator institutions (Morgan & Taylor, 
2013), it also enables comparison with external standards (Booth, 2013; TEQSA, 
2019). While enabling education remains unregulated as a result of exclusion from 
the AQF, the NAEEA Common Learning Outcomes for enabling education in Aus-
tralia (NAEEA, 2019) provide a proxy standard.

The learning outcomes of the nine academic communication subjects were com-
pared against these Common Learning Outcomes, using the following coding: 
‘explicit’ indicates the outcome is articulated explicitly in curriculum documents; 
‘implied’ indicates the outcome is addressed although not stated explicitly; and ‘not 
evident’ was used to indicate the reviewed documents provided no evidence of the 
outcome being addressed (Fig. 4).

These results suggest there is deep congruence between approaches to academic 
communication across these subjects. While communication skills are an essential 
element of academic literacy, alignment with these common learning outcomes 
reflects an emphasis on the development of students’ capacities to understand and 
engage in university practices far beyond what would be expected from a model 
of academic communication which takes a predominantly skills-based approach. 

Fig. 3  Collated weightings of task type assessment criteria based on rubrics for all nine subjects
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Further, while these Common Learning Outcomes are largely explicit in the nine 
academic communication subjects, they are also evident in other subjects which 
make up these programs and which have been explored in Davis et al. (2023).

Blind marking outcomes

Each university involved in the benchmarking study (Davis et al., 2023) submitted 
four student essay samples representing a range of grades. These were deidentified 
and blind marked by a further two universities, based on information provided in the 
assessment task and using the original rubric provided to the students. In total, 36 
samples were marked, with 13 receiving identical grades across all three markers 
and 18 varying by one grade level (Fig. 5). This reflects a strong agreement about 
the standard of work expected of students. However, there were five samples where 
marking varied by more than one grade level. These outcomes generated consid-
erable discussion amongst participants, particularly around the need to establish a 
shared interpretation of the context of assessment and the marking rubric (Bloxham 
et al., 2015). The consistent interpretation and application of criteria-based assess-
ment rubrics is complex, often relying on tacit understandings shared by members 
of a knowledge community (Sadler, 2005). The high degree of alignment evident in 
this blind marking exercise reflects a shared understanding of the academic literacy 
demands required of students at this pre-tertiary level.

Participant discussions

Throughout the benchmarking process, ‘incidental conversations’ (Syme et  al., 
2021, p. 581) allowed detailed comparisons of teaching practices at each institution, 
providing a rich opportunity for participants to clarify and articulate tacit under-
standings, and to reflect on and improve practices. Like the curriculum documents 
which reflected the ‘intended curriculum’ (Relf et al., 2017, p. 5), these discussions 
also revealed an emphasis on genre analysis and making explicit for students the 
context, purpose and rhetorical features of academic texts. Strategies for supporting 
student information literacy, particularly the ability to find, interpret, analyse, evalu-
ate and reference appropriate sources, were also discussed at length. While analysis 
of the curriculum documents revealed a greater frequency of references to academic 
writing (a total of 242 references) than reading (112 references), discussions indi-
cated that reading across a range of different academic text types and using strate-
gies to scaffold student reading were a critical component of a shared approach to 
teaching.

Participant discussions also revealed a concern with supporting non-traditional 
students to develop confidence and capability as they learned to navigate unfamiliar 
and complex higher education environments. Participants consistently expressed a 
rejection of deficit models of disadvantaged students and valued the richness that 
the experiences of diverse students contributed to their classes. Some participants 
regarded institutional approaches to, as examples, assessment extensions and aca-
demic integrity as not adequately accounting for the challenges experienced by 
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students from diverse or disadvantaged backgrounds, and consequently regarded 
explicit teaching of university discourses (Devlin & McKay, 2019) as important lev-
elling strategies. This demonstrates an awareness of the power imbalances inherent 
in working in a tertiary environment with students from diverse backgrounds, and 
the complexities involved in ensuring that those same students are empowered to 
participate in a system which can disadvantage them. These discussions of the ‘hid-
den curriculum’ (Relf et al., 2017, p. 3) are further evidence of shared approach to 
academic literacy across these subjects.

Discussion

These findings demonstrate that enabling education programs across the participat-
ing universities have much in common, particularly so for the core academic com-
munication subjects. Curriculum documents from the nine subjects reveal similar 
learning outcomes and content for study, aligning closely with the NAEEA Common 
Learning Outcomes (2019) for Australian enabling education programs. All subjects 

Fig. 5  Alignment of grades from blind marking outcomes. (Extract from Davis et al., 2023)
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take a similar approach to assessment, with the use of scaffolded assessments lead-
ing to the completion of an academic research essay based on scholarly sources. The 
subjects are structured around a thematic approach which provides students with the 
opportunity to engage in authentic meaning making as they develop their knowledge 
of their selected essay topic alongside their abilities to develop and present an aca-
demic argument. There is also similar alignment across each of the rubrics against 
which student essays are graded. These rubrics all emphasise mastery of the specific 
textual features of the genre students are required to employ, but also the critical use 
of academic sources to inform an argument. Blind marking of student samples indi-
cated a broad agreement of the standard expected of students. These comparisons 
challenge assumptions about the diverse nature of enabling education programs and 
reflect there is an emerging coherence in the sector. Enabling education programs, 
and specifically the academic literacy subjects, are closely aligned with each other. 
These findings support the case for portability of programs across institutions.

Findings also demonstrate these subjects adopt an academic literacy approach 
to teaching rather than an over reliance on a decontextualised skills-based model. 
All subjects culminate in the production of an academic essay which is purposeful 
and contextualised, engaging students in the meaningful production of knowledge. 
Through a common thematic approach structured around reading based tasks, stu-
dents develop topic expertise, empowering them to engage in dynamic and authen-
tic academic discussion, debate and knowledge production. Students search for and 
examine evidence from a range of academic texts, learning academic requirements 
around selecting and using resources appropriate for purpose. Within these scaf-
folded tasks the foundations for academic literacy are built, as the conventions of 
not only academic writing but of knowledge building in an academic community are 
introduced and practised. Students mobilise academic writing practices and conven-
tions to build logically sound, well supported and coherently structured arguments 
to make and share meaning. This emphasis on authentic meaning making and con-
text-specific patterns of discourse is evident in the range of literacy tasks demanded 
of students, and the dominance of content and structure related criteria in assess-
ment marking regimes. Although some attention is given to the mechanics of writ-
ing, these skills are important only to the extent that they facilitate meaning making.

While academic communication subjects focus on the development of students’ 
ability to write a formal research based academic essay, this type of writing is only 
one of myriad literacy tasks students will encounter in higher education. It is nota-
ble that the nine universities adopted a common approach to academic literacy, 
particularly since the programs in the study developed independently and without 
policy-driven requirements for enabling programs in Australia. This suggests strong 
agreement among participants about the most appropriate approach to academic lit-
eracy development in this context. Roald et al. (2021) argue that students often view 
academic writing as rule-governed, restricted and stressful, yet it remains a pre-
ferred format for assessment tasks across many university programs. While student 
evaluations collected across the nine academic communication courses reflect a high 
degree of student satisfaction, (out of a possible ranking of five, all ranged between 
4.0 and 4.8), qualitative student feedback indicates many found the task of writing 
an academic research essay challenging. However, it also reflects a recognition of 
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the value of direct academic literacy instruction, as evidenced in these illustrative 
qualitative responses:

In the first week I was daunted but it became very clear that we are guided step 
by step through the course and I know that if I take advantage of the resources 
available and follow all the steps given to me I will do very well and learn 
important skills too.
Academic Writing is not like Mathematics, there is not a particular solution 
that you need to learn, it is a learning journey/experience. I don’t think I have 
reached my full potential as of yet but I know as I progress through the studies, 
my academic writing ability will further progress.

Aware of student trepidation, enabling educators are well practised in scaffold-
ing tasks to support students to produce high quality work, helping them prepare 
for further academic study by selecting this challenging and complex assessment 
task, the successful completion of which also supports the development of student 
self-efficacy and confidence. It requires students to learn, practise and demonstrate a 
wide range of academic literacy capabilities through a single capstone essay. It pro-
vides a scaffolded foundation for the genre awareness, knowledge building, research, 
critical thinking, and metacognition required in undergraduate study. A challenge for 
academic communication subjects in enabling programs, from which students artic-
ulate into a wide range of academic disciplines, is how to build students’ capacity 
to employ the features of genres which may cut across disciplines while developing 
an awareness of the discourse variations across genres and disciplines, along with 
an awareness of the rather arbitrary nature of these genres. Whilst general academic 
communication subjects cannot include explicit writing instruction that will account 
for all disciplines, they facilitate a foundational understanding, and make explicit 
the constructedness and, often, fluidness of academic conventions within and across 
disciplines. They provide students with a toolbox for analysing the requirements of 
a wider range of disciplinary based writing tasks. As noted by one student through 
a subject evaluation survey, it is ‘not just random writing’. In addition to these aca-
demic literacy subjects, each of the enabling programs in this study includes elec-
tive subjects which do include discipline content and knowledge and it is within 
these subjects that the basics of discipline specific language and epistemology are 
introduced.

Widening participation in higher education is an ongoing challenge, and path-
way programs have a significant role to play in this agenda, particularly in light of 
new targets for higher education qualifications across the population (O’Kane et al., 
2023). While enabling programs may have originally been envisaged as a remedial 
measure to ‘fix’ student academic deficits and provide educational opportunities for 
students who might otherwise lack access, they have evolved. While some commen-
tators (e.g., Baker & Irwin, 2015) have contended that this evolution has resulted in 
over-diversification, this study has found that enabling programs have in fact devel-
oped a similar approach to preparatory education. The mechanisms underlying this 
common approach are worth further investigation and theorisation, but, based on 
the findings in this study, some possible explanations emerge. For example, DiMag-
gio and Powell (1983) contend that similarities between institutions that share an 
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organisational field are likely, as the field matures, and these can be accounted for 
through institutional isomorphism. They argue that this occurs because of coercive 
or environmental pressures such as legislative requirements, mimetic tendencies 
as the practices of lead institutions are copied, and the establishment of normative 
standards. However, the concept of isomorphism may be inadequate to explain the 
common evolution. For one, the programs examined in this study developed inde-
pendently and without formal external standards.

Yet experienced enabling educators across these programs have arrived at a com-
mon approach as they encountered similar challenges and issues helping diverse and 
often disadvantaged students participate in higher education. Through experience, 
they are aware that effective academic preparation extends beyond the transmission 
of academic skills. While an emphasis on the explicit teaching of academic skills 
is evident in curriculum documents, teaching approaches which help students to 
build their capacity to engage in often complex and tacit university practices and 
discourses have become central to these enabling programs. This ‘hidden curricu-
lum’ (Relf et  al., 2017, p. 5) is made explicit as programs focus on helping stu-
dents develop the cultural resources to support their transition into higher educa-
tion, and to position them to develop the graduate attributes expected of successful 
students. There is a shared recognition that providing students with the opportunity 
to develop cultural resources through engagement in an enabling program (Millman 
& McNamara, 2018) will also enhance their opportunities beyond their university 
experience. The provision of effective and appropriate academic literacy instruc-
tion is a critical part of this process. These understandings are, in fact, normative 
standards in the sector. While these similar approaches developed independently, the 
recent moves toward collaborative and collegial benchmarking of programs across 
different institutions provides the opportunity for the continued capability building 
of academics and the development of a sustainable community of practice aimed at 
informing the ongoing development of teaching practices (Sefcik et al., 2018) on a 
national level.

As the enabling education sector in Australia continues to grow, there is an 
opportunity for educators to take a critical approach to understanding and driving 
the factors influencing its direction, including the impacts of institutional isomor-
phism. The Australian Universities Accord (O’Kane et al., 2023) flags the need for 
an increasingly educated workforce and underscores the role of enabling programs 
in achieving educational targets. As the sector moves towards shared quality stand-
ards, it is important that these evolve through an ongoing and critical scrutiny of its 
practices, ensuring students are optimally prepared for future academic challenges. 
This includes grasping the drivers behind increasing alignment and discerning the 
extent that they signify the emergence of enabling education as a distinct subdisci-
pline within higher education. For now, the strong alignment evident across these 
programs counters comprehensively arguments that the sector is disparate, and sup-
ports more formal recognition of the comparability and portability of enabling edu-
cation qualifications through a nationally recognised framework.
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