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Abstract:

Academic under-preparedness has a detrimental effect on success in higher education. We need to take a critical stance on how to support students’ integration, so they confidently use the academic community’s currency: norms, standards, procedures and linguistic forms constituting academic discourse. We aim to contribute to a better understanding of the process of academic acculturation by reviewing the debate regarding the nature of academic literacy. We address the question whether academic literacy (linguistic ability) is more successfully acquired embedded in an academic discipline taught by disciplinary specialists or rather as taught by language experts in a more generic way. Based on 32 interviews we conclude that generic and subject-specific academic literacy approaches are not mutually exclusive and occur in varying combinations, order and at different points in a student’s career. Support should embrace both discipline-specific and generic academic literacy to empower students in their quest for genuine acculturation and integration.
Discipline-Specific Academic Literacy and Academic Integration
1. Background
Academic under-preparedness of first-year students in higher education (HE) and its impact on throughput rates are an international concern well documented in the literature (see, among others, Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2007; Brinkworth, McCann, Matthews, & Nordström, 2009; Darlaston-Jones et al., 2003; Foxcroft & Stumpf, 2005; Scott, 2009; Scott, Yeld, & Hendry, 2007; Slonimsky & Shalem, 2005; Smith, 2004; Van de Poel & Gasiorek, 2012a+b; Van Dyk, 2005; Van Dyk, 2010; Van Dyk & Coetzee-Van Rooy, 2012; Van Schalkwyk, 2008). In South Africa, for example, approximately 30% of all first year students drop out during or after their first year of study (Scott, Yeld, & Hendry, 2007; Scott, 2009). This trend continues in the subsequent years of study; after five years of study the overall picture shows that 30% have graduated, 14% are still registered and 56% have left university without graduating. The estimated completion rate is 44% (Scott, Yeld, & Hendry, 2007; Scott, 2009). More recent data from the Council of Higher Education (2011) show that 49% of those who registered in 2005 for a three year degree completed their studies in 2009, after five years in the system. The story is not really different when we look at drop-out rates in the northern hemisphere: of all students entering Flemish universities (i.e. in the northern Dutch-speaking part of Belgium), only just over half (51.4%) pass their first-year exams (Vives, 2010). 
The picture becomes even more complicated when we look at students’ perceptions of their academic preparedness. Recent studies in the two countries mentioned above have shown that students perceive themselves to be well-prepared for HE (Van Dyk, Van de Poel, & Van der Slik, 2013; Van de Poel & Gasiorek, 2012a). Given the real nature of their preparedness, it isn’t surprising that first-year students’ academic identities sometimes undergo quite a dramatic change in the course of that first year (see De Geest, 2012 for an analysis of Belgian students’ social vs academic well-being; Kimmins & Stagg, 2009 for an Australian perspective; Meyer, Spencer, & French, 2009 for a qualitative study of first-year students’ identities as college students; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006 for an American perspective; Van Dyk, 2005 for a South African perspective). 
The high proportion of students failing their first year, or not obtaining their degrees in the prescribed time, cannot be solely explained by the fact that there is a discrepancy in perceived and actual preparedness. It may be a question of students not understanding their new environment, i.e. academic culture, or not being able to speak the new community’s language (a deficit or deficiency of some sort). Since students' (first year students, in particular) well-being depends on whether and how smoothly they integrate into the university environment (Brinkworth et al., 2008), the overall question to be acknowledged in this paper therefore concerns how to best support students in their transition from secondary school to higher education, how to best address the challenges they face and bridge any discrepancies they encounter. To this end we will briefly discuss academic integration and acculturation and try to (re)define the role of academic literacy (including linguistic ability). We will reflect on some practical support proposals from a linguistic angle (in doing so we adopt an applied linguistic perspective proposing a solution to a particular social problem involving language).
2. Academic integration 
Some self-reported data on students’ experience of integration suggest a discrepancy between a high degree of social integration, but a real struggle on the level of academic integration (De Geest, 2012). In this way integration in HE seems to be a bicultural and somewhat schizophrenic experience in itself. There are diverse factors that contribute to, or hamper, academic integration –ranging from lack of linguistic ability to lack of support networks– especially if we take a holistic view on student success. Moreover, the impact can be very diverse where some self-reported outcomes on academic preparedness have discipline-specific implications, but others may be applied more widely (e.g., Smith, 2004). Some of the factors are beyond and some within the control of HE (Scott, 2009), but as Smith (2004) suggests, we are all involved, including policy makers and politicians, and as stakeholders we need to rethink the concept of ‘integration’.
Factors of integration that are beyond the control of HE, include, among others, socio-economic and political factors, certain historical factors, the quality of teaching and learning, access to higher education (entrance exams, massification of university education as opposed to vocational training and the like) and the amount and quality of principled planning and implementation to improve the current educational system. At a micro level, students experience a higher level of independence, initiative and self-regulation that they often do not know how to manage (Chemers, Hu, & Garcia, 2001, p. 55; Devlin, 2009; Van de Poel & Gasiorek, 2012a). 
The factors that contribute to academic integration and that are to a greater or a lesser extent within the control of higher education include, among others, the identification and communication of academic culture and the institution’s academic policies (preferably longitudinal) and the delineation of support mechanisms. At the level of implementation, we can distinguish, among others, the establishment of support programmes with respect to the students’ physical and emotional well-being, including guidance for students who need study skills support as well as time management training and focused attention for the development of the students’ academic literacy and academic language ability (cf. Scott, 2009; Van Dyk, 2010; Van de Poel & Gasiorek, 2012a; Van Dyk et al., 2013).
Integration in HE becomes truly applied linguistic in nature when we consider how to guarantee young students’ linguistic ability (as used by Bachman & Palmer, 1996), so they can function appropriately in the academic culture they want to and have to be part of in order to be academically successful. 
3. Academic acculturation 

The process of cultural and psychological change in an individual through contact with other members of the community is called academic acculturation. Students as new and aspiring scholars can only effectively communicate with their established community when engaging in the community’s discourse (to be understood as defined by Hyland (2009, p. 1) as “ways of thinking and using language which exists in the academy”). The inability to understand and utilise the appropriate academic discourse is one of the major causes of academic failure (Weideman, 2003, p. 56). Positively formulated, academic acculturation is thus the ability (and motivation) of these young people to assimilate, understand, embrace, interact and engage with academic discourse in all its diversity. It is the condition for academic integration and it is hard work. Therefore, for first-year students or young academics it entails growing to become a member of the academic community by becoming aware of how to use (and indeed conform to, adhere to) the academic community’s communicative currency: norm and pratices, values and expectations and linguistic forms that constitute academic discourse (cf. Duff, 2010; Hyland, 2009; Gee, 1998 & 2001; Van de Poel & Gasiorek, 2012a, p. 294). When students are aware of how to play by the rules, they will –more likely than not– be regarded as successful members of their community. At this point, they will be able to decide on the best exchange rate and play the stock market. This is true empowerment (see 4.2). An important consideration in the process is that the learners feel comfortable and confident enough to keep growing en route.
In this paper we will take the position that academic acculturation is the key to academic success and that we need to try and identify the foundations of the teaching, learning and further development needed to foster this success. In doing so, we will answer the following questions:
-What is the nature of linguistic acculturation given that academic language is also a foreign language to be learned (Gee, 2000)?; and
-How can linguistic acculturation be fostered (taught and learned)?
Academic acculturation is hard work and for students it entails growing to become a member of the academic community, learning 'the' academic culture’s norms and practices, becoming academically literate and mastering the academic discourse. More precisely, communication as an academic practice requires awareness of its norms, values, and expectations and knowledge of the vehicle’s (linguistic) constituents. 
Even though there is agreement between staff and students that 'academic culture' exists (Van de Poel & Brunfaut, 2004, p. 331; De Rycke, 2010, p. 22), academic culture is neither monolithic nor static and it is often not explicit. Although the term itself is general and transparent enough, we would like to emphasize that there are a number of elusive variables, such as the perspective from which students view the concept as opposed to staff, or the idiosyncrasies of the discipline in which the community engages, etc. 
Casanave (2002, p. 80) rightfully points out that there is an “asymmetry between the ways that teachers seem to perceive their worlds – full of complexity, detail, and purposeful rhetorical practices – and the confusion yet relative lack of complexity in students’ perceptions” The tension between student and staff expectations comes to the fore when students are evaluated on how they interpret the academic community’s demands, often without knowing what the demands are. Students often get their first feedback in the form of grades, assuming that they know what they mean. Because students experience a lack of clarity surrounding the academic demands and expectations, they can be at a loss with respect to their need for self-regulation as opposed to the ‘apparent’ criteria for assessment (grading system). We found that first year students’ attitude towards their teachers are less positive after they have received their first grades, “reproaching staff for not communicating their expectations clearly enough” (Van de Poel & Gasiorek, 2012b, p. 70). This has consequences for their psychological well being, in particular because feeling comfortable at university has proven to be an important factor for successful academic acculturation. It is, in other words, imperative to bring student and staff expectations closer to one another and uncovering the rules, norms and conventions of the academic community. The question is, how? 

Moreover, the idiosyncrasies of the discipline have to be communicated. For instance, within the Humanities unique norms and conventions exist about what is regarded to be worth communicating and how it should be communicated, which is different depending on the discipline, but in all cases, these practices constitute the parameters with which the community members operate. In other words, “an understanding of the discourse of any discipline depends on a detailed knowledge of that discipline – not just knowledge of its content, but knowledge of its everyday practices” (Myers, 1990, p. 4). Since academic culture is not always explicit, it is often hard for students to recognize the hidden agenda of the culture, let alone understand and adopt it  (Kimmins & Stagg, 2009; Cotton, 2004).
Thus, in a learning context academic culture will often manifest itself in a tension between staff and students, where young students lack knowledge of and familiarity with the academic culture and staff assume that students have some kind of knowledge of the academic culture, appropriate enough to be functional. Sadly enough this also leads to a communicative tension where students ‘accuse’ staff of not ‘telling’ them how to acculturate (Cotton, 2004; De Rycke, 2010; De Geest, 2012). The most common-sense and still highly frequent response (see Boughley, 2000) here is for staff to try to explicate how to become academically literate and in an attempt to ease out the tension academics have come up with different solutions: some believe that academic culture is best ‘learned’ when integrated or embedded in the academic disciplines; others, however, argue that it is better learned or developed in a more generic way. The managerial question to be asked is: what is an effective route to become acculturated and be able to engage in the community’s discourse? In other words, is the  dichotomy of teaching academic culture as generated by discipline-specific contexts or as a separate entity almost devoid of context really a dichotomy? En route to acculturation we will first try to better understand how academic literacy comes to the fore.
4. Academic Literacy
Academic literacy according to Van Schalkwyk (2008, p. 18) is a complex term defined differently depending on the domain in which it is used, be it linguistics, anthropology, sociology, psychology or pedagogy. Kern (2000, p. 23) supports the idea that there are different constructs of academic literacy and that “literacy is an elastic concept: its meaning varies according to the disciplinary lens through which one examines it”. Technological and visual literacy are often used alongside to enrich the concept (Thesen & Van Pletzen, 2006, p. 10). In what follows we provide three main views of the concept; views that are highly debated and are also important for this discussion.  
4.1 Beyond A Linguistic Perspective
Academic literacy refers to the linguistic ability required to communicate and function with ease in an academic environment (cf. Boughey, 2000, p. 281). It refers to the ability to engage in the own discipline’s academic discourse and presupposes exposure and active participation. Even though academic literacy involves a wealth of non-linguistic abilities they come to the fore and can be evaluated in language. For instance, students are expected to be able to use an online database and perform literature searches on a given topic, decide on the relevance of the literature found, determine the core of an article and match the argumentation with their assignment, interpret tables and graphs and draw conclusions from them with a bearing to their own argument, formulate a proper thesis statement and communicate it with support (no plagiarism) and using the relevant terminology in appropriate (written) language and style. Since the underlying mental activities result into a linguistic outcome, academic literacy training has often been equated with skill training that often has been criticised for adopting a deficit-approach or a remedial training approach (cf. Street, 1995). Indeed, without awareness-raising the skills approach can easily result in focus on the product and discrete items only and just parroting linguistic elements will not allow students to grow as responsible members of their academic community. 
‘Linguistic ability’ is richer and encompasses meta-features: how students ‘understand’ materials delivered with different teaching methods, as well as how they approach the amount of reading required of them, which strategies they use to incorporate terminology learning while reading, or how they go about writing essays. As the main building block for acculturation it also should socialize and empower students.
4.2 Socialisation and Empowerment
Academic literacy is a ‘foreign’ medium for all young students and students. Even those who are proficient in the language(s) of teaching and learning (in many cases English) or who are first-language users are by no means academically literate from the onset. Becoming academically literate is a cumulative process where, among others, reading, writing, critical thinking and self-management need to be gradually and repetitively (taught and) learned, and where, in case of a course programme, the underlying abilities and requirements should become increasingly complex. Nevertheless, no academic literacy course will be able to transform a student into being ‘academically literate’ overnight. Rather, courses and materials aim to make students aware of the requirements of literacy at a tertiary level, and provide them with the tools to continue building on the abilities that were introduced before. 
Since language and academic literacy are social constructs, becoming acculturated presupposes meaningful interaction with ‘experts’ (i.e. preferably more than one lecturer, tutor or researcher) as well as with peers. Although it has been argued that peer interaction is useful since it has a low threshold, it is not always easy to ascertain that this interaction is meaningful (cf. Gee, 2000), but task-based authenticity may help. It should also be pointed out that meaningful interaction with a lecturer is almost impossible in large classes (and traditional lecturing can rarely be called meaningful interaction from a language learning perspective). Therefore, students will have to be motivated to meaningfully engage with their texts and the textual community, as this socialisation process will empower them (cf. Street, 1995).

5.  Tipping the Balance …
In an attempt to identify the potential of this process and the kind of support to be delivered, we give a voice to a group of acculturation experts (n=32) and let them express how they interpret and define acculturation support. We followed Kahneman (2011, p. 245) when he advices “the proper way to elicit information from a group is not by starting with a public discussion but by confidentially collecting each person’s judgment”. Given that this is a small-scale study only, we conducted semi-structured interviews at two South African historically Afrikaans universities (one in the north (n=15) and one in the south of the country (n=17)) over a period of 18 months. Colleagues from different fields of study, including the sciences and the humanities, subject-experts as well as academic literacy experts, shared their personal views and perceptions on different support approaches with specific focus on the advantages and disadvantages of the approaches for the institution, the lecturer and the student. For a large-scale follow-up study more universities and more diverse institutions of higher education could be approached with more interviews being carried out and more participants taking part per field of study. 
All the interviews took place in a quiet room with the same interviewer and they were carried out in the interviewees native language. The interview session started with the agreement that the interviews would be used for research purposes only and the participants and their institutions would remain anonymous. The sessions on average lasted between half an hour and one hour and were based on six broad questions, of which only three are used for the present article. 
The questions were:

• When should students' academic literacy training start and how can it be followed through?
• From a literacy perspective there are three possible constructs, i.e. a generic approach, a subject-specific approach and the symbiosis of academic literacy and subject-specific content. In your experience which one of these works best and what are their strengths and weaknesses?
• How are the different approaches perceived from the part of the different actors, i.e. the institution, lectures and students?
The interviewer offered prompts whenever required and formulated follow-up questions to generate as rich a dataset as possible. The interviews were recorded and broadly transcribed after which the data were qualitatively analysed and summarised in the taxonomy as presented in table 1. It has to be stressed that the interviewees formulated their perceptions of how students and institutions see the type of support to be provided in a teaching context. No questions were asked about alternative approaches (online, blended learning, autonomous learning, the role of peer review or writing consultancy, and the like) or concrete content. In essence we conducted a subjective small-scale SWOT-analysis that could form the basis of a needs analysis for programme design.
From a literacy perspective theoretically the following constructs are possible: 

-Academic literacy is taught as a stand-alone course devoid of content specialisation (it will normally take the form of (a component of) an introductory programme, but it can also be a refresher course, e.g. at master’s or doctoral level);
-Discipline-specific content is the main focus of attention without specific reference to the literacy component of the discipline (since osmosis might still be hoped for) but this can be left to the individual initiative of the subject specialist;
-Academic literacy and discipline-specific content are interwoven and are either taught by a language specialist, a content-specialist or in team-teaching.  
From the interviews the following challenges emerged.
5.1 Generic academic literacy courses
These generic academic literacy courses are typically taught by staff from a language centre to students of all faculties. Their strengths and weaknesses have been formulated in the following way:
Strengths: Academic literacy facilitators whether lecturers or writing consultants are housed together in a language institute and can share expertise. Since the course content is generic, programme development will consist of a backbone that can take the form of a template to which selected examples are added. In any case, the number of courses to be developed and prepared is restricted. From a managerial point, this means that it possible to cut down on material development and preparation time and more time can be spent on tailored guidance and monitoring and evaluating the teaching and learning process as well as the outcomes.  In terms of economies of scale, this is a viable option.  
Weaknesses: Students fail to see the relevance of these courses to the rest of their studies.  This leads to decreased motivation. Furthermore, the assumption is that students from all faculties have the same needs and that specialist knowledge plays a relatively minor role. Implicit in this is that, for example, teaching students to write effective essays fulfils the same role as teaching them to write effective reports. The assumption is also that transfer of skill will occur; this, however, is not necessarily the case. 
5.2 Subject-specific academic literacy courses 
Discipline-specific academic literacy courses can also be taught by members of staff from a language centre to students of all or specific faculties. However, the centre can also be faculty-based and only teach students of that faculty.

Strengths: Academic literacy facilitators are housed together and can share expertise. Students’ specific needs are taken into account. In terms of economies of scale, this is a viable option. When embedded in a faculty some extra strengths can be identified: Academic literacy lecturers are in a position to specialise in the language needs of students in a particular field (e.g. the natural sciences). Academic literacy lecturers come into closer contact with their fellow subject-specific lecturers, and are therefore more aware of academic literacy problems that are experienced by these lecturers, and are able to adjust teaching content (to address such problems) in a relatively short space of time. Academic literacy lecturers are also more readily accepted as part of the faculty and the core-curriculum by the specific faculty, by both lecturers and students.
Weaknesses: Academic literacy lecturers are usually required to teach across a broad spectrum of disciplines, preventing them from specialising in the language needs of one specific faculty. This also requires an immense amount of material development and preparation on behalf of the lecturers, meaning they have less time to engage with students and provide valuable feedback. Academic literacy lecturers are not in regular contact with their colleagues teaching subject-specific courses. This makes it difficult to identify academic literacy problems that these lecturers are encountering when they teach, for example, biology or history, or private law. In addition, both lecturers in the faculties, and students in these faculties, see the academic literacy course as something ‘outside’ of their basic curriculum, and therefore attach little value to it.  
Although the academic literacy courses taught by staff embedded in the faculty are specific in that they are focused on the general field of study of that faculty, they can still be said to be too broad (i.e. not focussing on specific subjects, like eco-biology or medieval history or private law). Another question raised here, is that of quality control and available funds –do we have the luxury to have these units/centres/departments allocated to one faculty only?

5.3 Academic literacy taught in symbiosis with subject-specific content

Subject-specialists teach academic literacy with the underlying premise that it develops best in a situated learning context. Subject specialists thus teach academic literacy (incidentally or focussed) while at the same time teaching their discipline or team teaching takes place by academic literacy and discipline-specialists. This teaching can be situated on a continuum and the pendulum will swing sometimes more towards content-specific teaching and sometimes more towards academic literacy teaching.
Strengths:  Academic literacy development is situated and students can see and experience the immediate effect of applicability; the challenge of transfer is therefore not as big an issue here. Students see academic literacy as an integral part of their specific subjects, and are often highly motivated to master the academic literacy component of those courses. The same holds for real team teaching: Students see academic literacy as an integral part to their specific subjects, and are often motivated to master the academic literacy component of those courses. Academic literacy lecturers are aware of academic literacy problems that students experience in their subject-specific courses, and are able to intervene almost immediately.  

Weaknesses:  Language will always be treated as an add-on: lecturers have to cover content. Lecturers sometimes also claim that language development/academic literacy development is not their job; they are here to teach students history or law, … Moreover, one often finds that subject-specialists do not know how language works –the lingual and formative function of language– and won’t know how to structure a course around these topics. Expertise cannot be shared in a context like this. It is often though that team teaching is difficult. Consequently, it seems quiteIt is often t difficult to convince subject-specific lecturers to buy into this type of teaching, which often leads to animosity. Further, subject-specific lecturers often complain that they do not have time to cover their syllabi, due to the time that the academic literacy sections of such a teaching approach take up. Finally, it may happen that the teaching styles of the ‘teaching team’ differ to such an extent that conflict arises between the lecturers.  

The potential teaching approaches to academic literacy have been summarised in the following table
 focusing on their effect on the institution, the lecturers and the students. From the table it can be seen that the theoretical triptych described above is actually a continuum that can be easily developed into four or five different teaching constellations. It should be pointed out once again that the strengths and weaknesses are formulated on the basis of the teachers’ perceptions.
	Academic Literacy (AcLit) Approach
	Levels
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	• Generic

No specific content requirements

	-Institution:


	Material development easy: no subject-specific knowledge required – handbook possible
	Often perceived as remedial training

Integration at macro level only

	
	-Lecturers:
	Linguistic profile only
	Low status

	
	-Students:
	Materials may include study/thinking skills …

Broad acculturation
	Courses may be perceived as: irrelevant, too easy, not transferrable to other courses

	• AcLit Approach

AcLit experts teach subject-specific content
	-Institution:


	AcLit organised 

institution-wide
	AcLit experts need to be appointed and integrated in disciplines (faculty members)

	
	-Lecturers:
	Potential to develop subject-knowledge 
	May not have adequate subject-knowledge 

Possible low status in eyes of institution and students

	
	-Students:
	Interest and motivation high: course is useful, skills transferable to other subjects
	Courses may be perceived as not important 

Low class attendance

	• Subject-specific approach
Disciplinary experts teach AcLit
	-Institution:


	Experts paid by faculties
	Lecturers may need additional training and coaching

	
	-Lecturers:
	High status

Potential to develop AcLit knowledge
	Lack of AcLit knowledge 

(genre, style, metalanguage, writing conventions)

May not spend teaching on AcLit, but on content

	
	-Students:
	High face validity

Focused acculturation
	False comfort with low AcLit levels

	• Collaborative

Approach

AcLit and disciplinary experts teach in tandem
	-Institution:


	Synergy between disciplines and colleagues

Real CLIL
	Time-consuming, not efficient unless colleagues remain in own domain

	
	-Lecturers:
	Possibility of inter-disciplinary collaboration and research
	Difficult to organise 

Lecturers' perception of difference in status may interfere; turf wars

	
	-Students:
	Perception of holistic, integrated teaching
	Potential confusion: 

two lecturers in one class; 

two lecturers in different classes


Table 1: Potential teaching approaches to academic literacy (interview-based)


6. … To Balancing the Scale
Academics (and management) are faced with the question whether academic discourse (with a symbiosis between language ability and academic culture) is more successfully learned or developed in the context of an academic discipline or rather as taught by language experts in a more generic way. The answer to this is not as clear as it may seem at a first glance; despite different case studies there is to the best of our knowledge no conclusive evidence that one approach is necessarily better than the other. However, there are a lot of outspoken ideas and emotions.
From the inventory we can conclude that the generic and integrated approaches are not mutually exclusive, but can very well be an and-and-situation. Generic courses focus on thinking, reading and writing within an unspecified but academic field or topic. Integration and acculturation are to be situated at a macro level. With subject-specific courses there are three possible scenarios: they can either rely on disciplinary experts to include academic literacy development in their courses or they are taught by academic literacy experts who teach generic skills applied to topics and materials that are of direct relevance to the target audience. The third scenario might require some more planning and communication since it relies on collaboration between disciplinary experts and literacy experts, sometimes united in one person, sometimes to be found in tandem teaching. They all embrace acculturation at grassroots level.
The different approaches can also occur in varying order and at different points in the students' careers, but some form of holistic acculturation approach seems to be needed for first-year students which then has to be further developed or applied to the discipline. Thus, what can start as a generic support at the beginning of a student’s academic career with focus on the many aspects of academic discourse can develop in a discipline-specific approach (carried by key lecturers in the field), with some refresher course focusing on particular written course work towards the end of the academic career.
In a starter’s course students should be confronted with academic literacy skills like, e.g. summarising, reading to learn, distinguishing between forms of argumentation in a particular language and should focus on how to formulate debatable statements, construct structure and develop argumentation. However, there are also psychological tools that have to be put in place in order to help students gain a more realistic picture of their own preparedness or academic literacy gaps and the potential to remedy them (see the Academic Reading Preparedness Scale as introduced in Van Dyk et al., 2013). In a follow-up course focus could, for instance, be on formulating support for a thesis statement in a narratological context or writing a review article on a linguistic topic employing safety-netting procedures like peer review and writing consultancy while using a writing evaluation scale. This same scale can be the backbone during thesis supervision ensuring that all lecturers see eye-to-eye about the reading and writing requirements. In this way, acculturation becomes a joint effort and a transversal objective, i.e. cutting throughout the curriculum. In non-language faculties similar measures can be taken. At the University of Antwerp Department of Pharmacy, for instance, a simple writing evaluation scale has been developed and validated for all staff to be used when students write (lab)reports. In the Master’s programme for Biology and Ecology, a team teaching effort of a research fellow in ecology and a senior lecturer in applied linguistics has resulted in Master’s students publishing their papers in English even before their thesis is finished.
What seems to be a red thread in the interviews, is the fact that validity comes into play at different levels. Face validity –the layperson’s opinion– seems to be a main issue and challenge for students at the start of their university career. As reported in Van Dyk et al. (2013), first year students often doubt whether what is termed as remedial academic literacy courses are serious and applicable enough with consequentially low attendance that has a detrimental effect on their academic skills development. In this way they build up an acculturation disadvantage and deficit from which they may not recover. Face validity is important because of the repercussions on students’ careers. However, content validity as the expert’s opinion cannot be put aside. If staff recognise the effect of their support or benefit from tandem teaching themselves, the programme will be carried forward. Last but not least, also construct validity as the theoretical justification of what acculturation support entails, is the foundation of the entire programme and should be fostered by the university management.
However, feasibility has to balance validity. One also needs to keep the bigger institutional context, needs, logistics, policies, economies of scale and affordability in mind. There are in other words a number of variables that have to be considered and in curriculum design trade-offs to one side or the other have to be made. The essence (and our responsibility), however, is to come to informed decisions.  
7. Conclusion

The challenges HE faces now are not the same as those of ten years ago or in ten years from now. Change, even growth in itself, is a challenge. This means that we will never really reach a point where teaching programmes have been fully and completely or adequately developed. Systematic curriculum and syllabus design means keeping a critical attitude and evaluating outcomes as well as processes and experiences. As reflective practitioners we need to continuously invest time for reflecting, developing materials and approaches, training subject and academic literacy experts and asking ourselves the question: Are we balancing the scale or are we tipping it? 
We need to refine a combination of approaches for different contexts since it is clear from the interviews that one size does not fit all. Given that all the stakeholders in higher education are accountable for the quality of education, experts from different fields will intensify their collaboration. Disciplinary, academic literacy, learning skills, information literacy, numeracy, computer literacy, etc. will jointly foster acculturation. The efforts will range further than embedding linguistic acculturation in the curriculum and will include increasing the horizontal or transversal integration of academic literacy skills in a student’s entire course programme, (e.g. by introducing a module on writing scientific reports just before students have to compile a report for a particular course), as well as supporting the vertical or longitudinal integration across the years that students are at university (by, e.g., scaffolding the academic literacy courses and better tailor them to the students’ needs, so that students understand their value for the specific stage in their studies). Thus, the teaching institution should develop a masterplan for fostering academic literacy.
It should be pointed out again that collaboration across disciplines also works motivating for students. While confronting students with texts and assignments that are true to their regular courses and that reflect tasks in real life, students will experience them as genuine and authentic. Once a programme’s validity has been obtained, different methodological approaches like autonomous learning, online learning or blended learning, just-in-time and tailored learning can be confidently introduced (see Van de Poel & Fourie, 2013). 

Finally, since academic literacy abilities have to be learned, the acculturation support suggestions above highlight different aspects of ICLHE (Integrating Content and Language for HE), LAC (Language Across the Curriculum), CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) and the like, where we would suggest that the L has to be broadened to embrace discipline-specific academic literacy as well as generic academic literacy in order to empower students in their quest for genuine acculturation and academic integration. In this way, ICLHE becomes Integrating discipline-specific Content and generic academic Literacy in Higher Education. 
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