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Editorial 

Bee Bond and Kazuki Morimoto 

We would like to welcome you to Issue 3 of the Language Scholar; the first issue under a new, 

enlarged editorial team. As we have worked together to get to grips with the processes and 

constraints involved in running a journal, we have collectively been reflecting on both the 

operational complexities and the overall purpose of the work we are doing.  

So, we would like to open this editorial with an acknowledgement of the enormous effort that has 

gone in to initially setting up the Journal and putting together the previous issues. I think only now 

do we fully appreciate the amount of work that Bettina Hermoso-Gomez, Sofia Martinho, Antonio 

Martinez-Arboleda and Carolin Schneider did to set the whole thing up. We hope that we are 

remaining true to their ideals and principles as we take the Journal forward.  

With a new group of people now working on the Journal, there have been inevitable changes as we 

work to consolidate and clarify the focus of the Language Scholar. I think we are now much clearer 

that we are looking for submissions that relate to the teaching and learning of languages in 

particular. To this end, the whole Editorial Team have written a Manifesto that outlines in full the 

way we consider scholarship of, in and around the learning and teaching of languages. Whilst 

strongly written, the basic premise covers the five principles of all Scholarship of l earning and 

teaching, as outlined by Felten (2013), that it should be: ‘inquiry focussed on student learning; 

grounded in context; methodologically sound; conducted in partnership with students; appropriately 

public’. 

We have also re-focussed some of the submission requirements. However, we remain committed to 

the principle that we will accept work in multiple languages and different formats and genres. The 

only constraints on this are our imaginations and (more mundanely) the platform we are using to 

publish your work. Therefore, although we do specify word limits for more traditional paper 

submissions, we are open to reasonable suggestion to break these; although the platform may 

struggle with embedding certain forms of technology, we will work with you to find a satisfactory 

solution that does not diminish the message you are trying to convey. We are interested in ‘the 

uncertain, the unfinished, the relational – in short, the human – aspects and processes of scholarship 

and the phenomena at the heart of learning and teaching’ and acknowledge that traditional 

academic customs of writing do not always allow these kinds of stories to be told (Cook-Sather, 

Abbot and Felten, forthcoming). 
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We hope that this Issue 3 demonstrates some of these commitments and principles, whilst 

maintaining and continuing the excellent work of the previous Editorial Team. More importantly, we 

hope that you find the submissions that make up the issue both interesting and informative, and 

leave you with something to think about. 
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Culture A, B or C? The Experience of an ODL Module Designer 

Haynes Collins  

University of Leeds: School of Languages, Cultures and Societies  

ABSTRACT  

It is generally accepted that Open Distance Learning (ODL), in forms such as massive open online 

courses (MOOCS), has the potential to disrupt (or even revolutionise) higher education.  However, 

opinions as to whether this disruption will be positive or damaging vary given the many competing 

interests in an ever more competitive and changing higher education landscape. This article explores 

my experience designing an ODL module (or MOOC) in intercultural studies in 2017-2018 for the 

FutureLearn platform and the University of Leeds.    Several conspicuous questions emerged during 

the process including whether the ODL platform is incompatible with pedagogical approaches to 

intercultural studies in particular and humanities subjects in general, whether the lack  of face-to-

face communication and interaction between students in ODL courses is a significant loss, and 

whether criticality can be retained in an introductory course offered on an ODL platform.  These 

issues also reflect a larger concern that the disruptive features of ODL courses are a further example 

of the neoliberal marketisation of higher education which positions ODL as offering greater ‘value’ 

and ‘efficiency’ for management than face-to-face teaching.   It would be wrong to take an all-

encompassing Luddite stance against ODL and digital modules and naïve to image a future in higher 

education which does not include digital tools and variants of ODL.  However, there is an urgent 

need for more realistic consideration of the implications for increased ODL provision in a precarious 

higher education environment.   

Keywords: massive open online courses (MOOCS), open/online distance learning (ODL), 

marketisation of higher education, intercultural communication, critical university studies (CUS)  

 

INTRODUCTION   

One recent workday morning reading emails I noted that the accustomed number of automatically 

generated messages from FutureLearn had arrived in my inbox which usually indicated that I had 

new ‘followers’ for the course for which I was a tutor.  On this occasion there was a different email 

from FutureLearn which was sent to remind me that the online access to the digital course which I 

helped design was to expire soon and continued access would require an upgrade for a fee of £72.  I 

noted the irony of the situation, but realised that the message was simply computer-generated and I 
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was not actually expected to pay for continued access to a course which I helped to write.  However, 

on further reflection, I began to see the email as symptomatic of some of the deeper problems I 

experienced designing the course and with Open/Online and Distance Learning (ODL) in general.   

This article, which brings together the fields of intercultural education and digital learning, explores 

my experience in 2017 and 2018 of designing an ODL module for the FutureLearn platform and the 

University of Leeds.  An analysis of the development of a module on intercultural studies through a 

digital platform offers an alternative narrative to micro-managed messages and success stories 

increasingly made about the value of ODL within Higher Education (HE).  Additionally, I locate these 

discussions within the growing field of Critical University Studies (CUS) which interrogates neoliberal 

practices within the wider HE context and questions the increasing prevalence of managerial metrics 

and market ideologies (see, for example, Moorish 2018 for an overview of CUS).  

The emergence of ODL and massive open online courses (MOOCs) within HE has raised a number of 

issues which are both practical and epistemological in nature.  These issues and my experience 

designing the module contributed to my conflicted opinion about ODL which continues to evolve.  

While I have tried to keep an open mind, this article should nonetheless be read as cautionary tale 

against overestimating the value of ODL and against underestimating a number of issues including 

the resources required to design an ODL module and the epistemological consequences of this form 

of HE.  It is important to state at the outset that the staff I worked with in designing the module 

were kind, committed and enthusiastic and that criticism in this article is not directed towards any 

individual, but is purely a reflection of what was a fraught experience which provoked questions 

regarding increased ODL provision within HE.  This article is also limited to the design phase of the 

module and does not extensively address the subsequent delivery of the module which raised its 

own set of issues. 

My connection to the ODL module began in 2016 when the initial ‘Discovery Theme’ Leader for 

‘Languages and Intercultural Understanding’ suggested that a module in intercultural 

communication should be designed to support the theme and as part of the University’s outward 

branding the module should be a digital one.  University of Leeds readers will be familiar with 

Discovery Themes which are part of the UG Curriculum Enhancement Project (CEP).  According to 

the student-facing University website description, Discovery Themes ‘reinforce the value and 

interest of your degree by offering the opportunity to broaden your learning and pursue your own 

personal interests, while developing skills that will help prepare you for life at University’ (University 

of Leeds 2018a).   Given the intricacies involved in designing an ODL module and its ambiguous 

reception within HE, the project was slow to gain substantial momentum. For my part, I was both 

reluctant and sceptical, as were other colleagues, particularly in the face of optimistic statements 
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about the benefits of ODL including the chance to provide learners with the opportunity to ‘engage, 

collaborate and learn in creative ways’ (University of Leeds 2018b).   However, in 2017 after 

receiving a number of reassurances regarding the value of the project and workload recognition, I 

committed to designing the module having very little idea of what I was about to face over the 

coming months which can best be described as a challenging, somewhat frustrating and extremely 

time-consuming process.  

In considering the results of this experience, I recognise that some aspects of the project were 

positive including the personal learning which took place in the creative process, the previously 

mentioned collaboration with kind and generous staff within the digital team and the opportunity to 

collaborate with colleagues right across the School of Languages, Cultures and Societies (LCS).  

Moreover, I continue to see ODL as having some potential for making education more inclusive to a 

range of users such as those in continuing education and I accept that this is a growing form of 

delivery which is not going to simply disappear.   

However, and to put it bluntly, there is no way to mask the fact that designing an ODL module is an 

arduous process which should provoke questions about teaching and learning within HE, work-load 

considerations, intellectual property rights and the degree to which MOOCS and ODL are truly 

inclusive.  All teaching staff working in HE, including those engaged in language teaching, would do 

well to be aware of the growing presence of ODL, particularly as at one point MOOCs were being 

touted as the future of teaching which included predictions of ‘an avalanche’ of high-quality, low-

cost mass-scale online courses which would be at the forefront of a strategic and radical reform of 

HE’ (Barber et al., 2015).  It is fair to question the desirability of this type of future particularly given 

that MOOCs and other forms of ODL may serve as a catalyst for a substantially reduced teaching 

staff with less face-to-face interaction between tutors and students and students with each other.  

Thus, an open and frank consideration of both the value of ODL and MOOCs as well as the possible 

dangers they present is an important exercise and the following section explores this growing 

debate. 

THE UNEVEN TRAJECTORY OF MOOCS AND UNRESOLVED ISSUES REGARDING ODL  

Writing in 2014 just a few short years after the introduction of MOOCS, Robert Zemsky noted, ‘They 

came; they conquered very little; and now they face substantially diminished prospects’ (2014: 237). 

Part of Zemsky’s assessment regarding diminished prospects takes account of the early promise 

which some suggested MOOCS held, including the New York Times which in 2012 proclaimed it to be 

‘the year of the MOOC’ (Pappano, 2012).  Zemsky’s primary criticism of MOOCS was their 

boundedness and lack of connection to other parts of the university curriculum.  In this respect, 
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Zemsky (2014: 237) saw MOOCS as reflecting the ‘fractured nature of college curricula’ and he 

compares colleges and universities to upscale restaurants where ‘customers can order anything they 

want in whatever order they find convenient’ resulting in what he describes as ‘a recipe for both 

educational and financial failure’ (2014: 242). These criticisms chimed with moves by some 

university staff to resist the increase in MOOC provision such as at San José State University where 

teachers refused to use a Harvard professor’s edX MOOC in their classes for fear of offering ‘cheap 

online education’ in a ‘pre-packaged form’ thus rendering themselves ‘glorified teaching assistants’ 

(The Chronicle of Higher Education: 2013). 

Yet, it would be a mistake to consider MOOCS as a single monolithic and clearly defined entity which 

can be assessed in a simple meta-narrative as either successful or unsuccessful.  McClure (2014: 273) 

points out the many variations and adaptations of MOOCS which include BOOCS (big), LOOCS (little), 

SPOCS (targeted access and small) as well as other forms of online delivery including ‘flipped 

classrooms’ and ‘blended learning’ which all fall under the umbrella of online digital learning.  The 

intercultural studies module that I helped design is in fact an example of this last category where the 

module was offered to both University of Leeds students (who also had some in-person teaching) 

while simultaneously being offered to off-campus learners.   

McClure presents a much more positive account of the potential which MOOCS and ODL offer 

particularly through their ability to consider ‘wicked problems’ such as ‘cli mate change, income 

inequality or generational succession’ through the democratization of platforms and ability to reach 

communities (2014: 281).  Moreover, there are numerous examples of creative online modules that 

span an impressive range of topics from ‘Digital Storytelling’ to ‘Understanding Dementia’ and 

‘Buddhism & Modern Psychology’ (Porter, 2015).   Zemsky’s above claim of diminished prospects 

also fails to recognise the continual growth of MOOCS which were estimated in 2016 to be offered 

by more than 500 universities in over 4,200 courses with 35 billion students enrolled in 2015 

(Bothwell 2016, 3).  However, this growth is not necessarily a barometer for success as class sizes in 

the thousands of students can raise questions about the extent to which any meaningful interaction 

takes place between learners and academics.  This reality may partially explain the very modest 

completion rates of just 7% as reported by the Times Higher Education study in 2013 and just 4% as 

seen in a University of Pennsylvania study (Guerriero, 2014). 

Clearly, questions remain regarding MOOCS and their future may lie in smaller and targeted ODL 

courses offering learning potential through blended and interactive approaches. MOOCS and smaller 

ODL courses may also increasingly be used as a reference material which one can dip in and out of 

without the expectation to progress from start to finish.  Much of the potential hinges on the degree 

to which true ‘openness’ is provided by both MOOCS and other forms of ODL which could, in theory, 
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provide alternatives to traditional education and allow greater inclusivity in HE provided costs to 

users are kept low.  Given rising student loan debt and increasing costs in tuition fees, many are 

looking to ODL in its various forms to provide an alternative to costly higher education.  These 

include what have been dubbed HARVARDS (Highly Accessible Rigourous, Very Affordable and 

Recognised Degrees) whereby an entire degree programme can be offered via ODL at a fraction of 

the cost of comparable campus-based learning (see Sharrock, 2015 for the example of Georgia Tech 

and more recently, Coughlan, 2018 for the University of London) and ‘unbundling’ where modules 

are no longer tied to entire degree programmes requiring full on-campus learning.  However, 

criticism has been voiced regarding the lack of transparency surrounding the business models 

between HEIs and online educational service providers.  Kroick (2013) argues that ‘recent deals 

struck with public universities reflect a business strategy that has little concern for the accessibility 

of education’.  The lack of transparency of the business module sits awkwardly alongside the 

reminders via email and prominent positioning on the learning platform of the opportunity to 

upgrade.   

It is difficult to imagine anyone within the University countenancing the prospect of announcements 

flashing up in University lecture halls offering students the possibility to ‘upgrade’ their module and 

receive ‘bonuses’ such as increased engagement with their written work, increased access to 

teaching staff or hard copies of lecture handouts. Yet, the upgrade option which provides for long 

term access to FutureLearn courses is an accepted facet of the platform’s interface.  Given the 

current rate of fees for HE in the UK combined with the increased marketisation and neoliberal 

forces in operation, it is justifiable to be sceptical about just how free and open ODL courses will 

continue to be and how far removed the expansion of the ‘upgrade model’ into othe r University 

activities truly is.  The anxiety about the corporate and neoliberal influence on educational systems 

is, of course, not new and a rich vein of literature exists starting perhaps with Thompson’s 1970 

study of Warwick University ‘Ltd.’ (see also, for example, Fairclough, 1993; Philipson, 2001; 

Molesworth et al., 2011; Collins, 2017).  However, the advent of ODL potentially allows a new 

avenue for neoliberal ideas to be touted in the form of modernisation, freedom of choice and 

convenience (‘access to education anytime and anywhere’). While these benefits should not be 

dismissed in their entirety, it is necessary to be attuned to the implications that these supposed 

values may be concealing.  These above concerns are not exhaustive and others emerge below 

through the consideration of my personal experience in the module design.   

PRACTICAL PAIN: ENTERING INTO A TIME VORTEX WITH A ‘QUEUE BREAKER’  

My starting point at the beginning of the course design process was admittedly sceptical, but 

because I knew very little about ODL modules I wanted to keep an open mind.  My scepticism 
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reflected a general epistemological anxiety around whether an ODL module was an appropriate 

platform to teach my subject, intercultural communication. I was particularly worried that the 

course format would privilege a banking approach to knowledge within a behaviourist ‘teach and 

test’ framework. While these anxieties never fully went away and at times crystallised into an 

understanding of the competing tensions and incompatibility of the project as a whole, my main 

concern once the planning, writing and filming started was simply the sheer amount of time which 

the project required. This is not intended to be a tale of woe decrying the amount of work it takes to 

design an ODL, particularly given that I am surrounded by colleagues working at a rate which 

exceeds expectation and belief.  However, what never ceased to amaze me and my fellow 

contributors was the degree of resources required to design what was essentially a 10 credi t 

module.  

The shape of the module design followed a set template where the module was divided into what 

were confusingly termed ‘courses’. Each course, in theory, equated to 10 hours of learning following 

a prescribed pattern.   For the Intercultural Studies module, there were 5 courses of which 3 were 

designed by me, and 2 by other colleagues.  Once completed, the module was offered to University 

of Leeds students and distance learners via the FutureLearn platform.   The time requirements for 

the project were never fully spelled out and I did not entirely comprehend the extent of work 

required, despite meeting what seemed to be an endless succession of new people associated with 

either the project directly or who were part of the online and digital learning unit.  In August, 

approximately 10-12 hours were dedicated to face-to-face meetings to talk through a course outline 

with a member from the digital team.  This produced a course skeleton which bore faint 

resemblance to what was actually produced later.  Moreover, it was the first chance to encounter 

the course design templates which were essentially user-unfriendly boxes to be filled with ‘content’.  

Much of the time spent during these summer months felt somewhat directionless and could have 

been more efficiently dedicated to writing the course materials or ‘scripts’.   

My colleagues and I were adamant that we did not want to be met with tight deadlines once the 

term commenced in September.  Unfortunately, this is exactly what happened.  While we were 

certainly not unenthusiastic about writing the courses, the deadlines came at a particularly busy 

time and there were constant reminders of the need to finish things quickly.   As one contributor put 

it:  ‘It felt a bit like being constantly hit over the head with a hammer.’  The time limits also meant 

the ODL module became regarded as a ‘queue breaker,’ as other pressing deadlines including 

teaching and supporting existing students often had to be pushed back so that another script could 

be written for the ODL project.  We were eventually offered a chance to slow down the process in 

November 2017, but by this point we were motivated by the prospect of finishing the courses.  
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These tight deadlines also ensured that evenings, weekends and holidays became dedicate d to 

writing and editing scripts for each course.  Again, this is not to present a work-shy narrative, but to 

stress that anyone considering undertaking ODL design should be prepared for a significant input of 

time.  

EPISTEMOLOGICAL ANGST: A GLIMPSE INTO A DYSTOPIAN HE FUTURE?  

While there was clearly a degree of practical pain associated with populating pages and pages of 

templates with ‘content’, the real burning questions concern the future role of ODL in HE in the face 

of marketisation and neoliberal forces.  These concerns manifested themselves most noticeably in 

three particular areas.  They are firstly, the incompatibility of ODL with pedagogical approaches in 

discursive subjects within humanities, such as intercultural studies and intercultural communication; 

secondly, the erosion of the value of being together, and thirdly, the loss of criticality through, for 

example, the editing and marketing of the courses.  

Interculturality and ODL: Real Engagement is Expensive, MCQs Are Not 

Interculturality and the ODL template are not natural allies.  The field of intercultural communication 

has, in my own opinion, made advancements towards a more liquid and critical understanding of 

culture which represents ‘a shift from a focus on content and competence in dialogue to 

relationships and capability for dialogue grounded in ethics’ (Phipps, 2014: 122).  Intercultural 

environments are, as Stokoe and Attenborough argue,  diverse contexts where ‘culture is never just 

“culture” but is always “culture in action” and where much of that action is performed in and 

through the various identity categories that people invoke during local and contextually specific 

forms of social interaction’ (2015, 89).  This takes account of the need, in Piller’s words to analyse, 

‘who makes culture relevant to whom, in which context for which purposes’ (2011: 5).  This also 

includes a critical analysis of how the notion of ‘cultural understanding’ can itself become packaged 

and commodified (Dahlen, 1997).  

A focus on the dialogic co-construction of culture which emanates from all social interaction stands 

in clear contrast to culture seen as a collection of ‘cultural facts’ about particular people and places 

which can then be tested in a series of questions at the end of each activity. This tension between 

trying to adapt a problematising and critical approach to intercultural studies to the FutureLearn 

platform was apparent at a number of pressure points.  One particular source of friction was the use 

of MCQs and ‘type form’ questions to test intercultural ‘knowledge’ in a format similar to 

compulsory courses on ‘Manual Handling Safety’ which University of Leeds readers will be familiar 

with.  To some extent, this approach served to invalidate the course.  Instead of concluding each 

theme or activity with a more open dialogue, the course used a template which tested learners via 
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MCQs and other ‘type form’ questions which then generated pre-programmed feedback on the 

answers.  The questions appeared to suggest a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ response which created a sense of 

closure and offered no right of reply from the learner.  More problematic was that these questions 

lacked any specific context which is crucial to influencing choices made during social interaction. 

Questions and answers were pre-programmed and responses were automatically processed by 

algorithms without any deliberation or discussion.  Where there was some opportunity for learners 

to produce a lengthier answer to a question, learners’ submission of their response received the 

following automatic message:   ‘Your answers have been perfectly sent’.  This is regardless of what 

type of answer the learner supplied (even a nonsensical answer received the same reply).   

A key ingredient in interculturality is that knowledge can be advanced through dialogue allowing for 

a consideration of multiple vantage points and fine-grained understanding of context.  However, in 

the ODL course, learning was largely rendered a faceless and automatic exercise with limited right of 

reply and done via a template which considers clicks as a form of ‘learning’ and with ‘content’ 

broken into small, separate chunks which are limited to 5 minutes maximum viewing or reading 

time.  This has the effect of creating a very linear, disconnected set of ideas which are not explored 

at any substantial depth which, although hosted on a web platform, discourages a more web-like or 

rhizomatic approach to learning.  For the sake of balance, it should be acknowledged that the digital 

platform did make use of interactive learner technology such as padlets and a discussion forum 

which offered a degree of active exchange, but these tools were not used to their full potential.  It is 

conceivable that these and other digital tools could be used to support a more active and critical 

form of ODL which encourages increased dialogue provided they were given greater emphasis.  

It is important that teachers consider whether this model is suitable for their own (or any) fields of 

knowledge and whether this model is a future vision of education which should be subscribed to.  

Behind this learning template is the allure of efficiency offered by pre -programmed responses 

generated by algorithms.  Additionally, the course template also suggests a misplaced ‘badging 

approach’ to interculturality and learning whereby someone is seen to be interculturally competent 

through selecting the correct MCQ, completing the course and gaining a certificate.  A more 

productive approach takes into account the continuous daily need to carefully reflect on our soci al 

interaction and how we and others are positioned through both discourse and power.  In this last 

sense, interculturality is never complete and course materials (or ‘content’) is but a mere starting 

point for dialogue, not an end product to be tested.  

Finally, I was struck by how many of the tensions that took place during the design process reflected 

those which emerged in the anthropologist Tommy Dahlén’s study of intercultural trainers in 1997 in 

the US where the notion of intercultural communication was being commoditised by ‘intercultural 
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trainers’(1997: 177).  Dahlén’s ethnographic account noted the over-simplistic approach to 

intercultural training models, particularly as a more nuanced view could undermine a paradigm 

which stressed ‘cultural differences’ as real and significant barriers.  These barriers justified the need 

for trainers who could help customers overcome potential cultural differences, thus further 

justifying their position and serving their vested interests. In this framework, the users of 

intercultural trainers (or ‘customers’) ‘need to be persuaded that culture is a significant, identifiable 

factor behind the conflicts and misunderstandings arising in their interactions with particular others’ 

(1997: 177, emphasis mine).  Dahlén’s recognition that the notion of culture must be kept 

‘significant’ for the consumers of intercultural commodities is particularly relevant as it can deter 

approaches which offer a critical suspicion of narratives of cultural difference and solid cultures.  

Throughout the process of designing the module, I felt as if I was both designing a ‘product’ while 

also fighting against both a learning template and approach that made nuance and criticality 

difficult, with the editing and marketing of the course underpinned by a paradigm where 

‘understanding national cultural differences’ was kept both as an enticement to potential learners to 

join the course and as a way of seeing and ordering the world.   

Face-to-Face Communication or Clicks: The Value of Being There  

A second consideration which is pertinent, but not limited to the field of intercultural 

communication, is the belief that we learn to be together by being together.  The value and learning 

that comes with human contact, face-to-face exchanges and through what Massey (2005) terms 

‘thrown togetherness’ should not be underestimated. One of the rewarding aspects of teaching is 

reacting to the unexpected and the unplanned and this is possible through the opportunity to 

communicate and interact with students and to encourage learners to bring in aspects of their own 

beliefs, values and commitment.  To observe when students are struggling or when they are flying 

with confidence is part and parcel of the alchemy of teaching.  Teaching is both provocative and 

reactive and being together in a physical space where you can observe the level of learners’ 

engagement is important.  In place of face-to-face contact, FutureLearn learners often interact with 

a one-size-fits-all template which includes pre-programmed answers and responses written by 

‘content providers’ with learning activities designed for an unknown audience. The attempt to 

include more interactive learning opportunities such as a discussion forum is a step in the right 

direction but not an adequate substitution.   

The one-size-fits-all template relies on a blocking, scripting and reduction of ‘content’ into small bite-

sized segments which are artificial, non-dialogic, and lack spontaneity. It also suggests a ‘banking 

approach’ to teaching and learning, an epistemological framing of knowledge as a collection of 

‘facts’ and a ‘teach and test’ template. This performance-based competencies approach to education 
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resonates with Thomson’s critique of a ‘master narrative’ with a ‘distribution of knowledge-as-a-

thing, where outcomes are privileged over purposes and processes, and learning is assumed to 

proceed in the same way for all’ (Thomson, 2013: 170).  This approach may lead to a ‘cost effective’ 

future for education, but it is also one where real engagement suffers.  Unfortunately, real 

engagement is expensive.  

Replacing Criticality with Marketing and Spin 

The marketing and editing of the course material raised further questions regarding the ability of 

ODL to retain criticality in its courses.  With regard to marketing, there was clearly an attempt to 

promote the course through references to culture which were incompatible with the aims and 

objectives of the course. While one of the course aims was to problematise the view of the world as 

a series of bounded, distinct and homogenous ‘cultures’, the marketing attempted to promote the 

course through this very framework combined with a celebratory approach to cultures which lacked 

criticality. An example of the disjointed approach between the marketing and the course aims were 

the visual representations which were frequently suggested by marketing to promote the  courses.  

These were often artificial images from Shutterstock such as a Japanese businessman bowing and a 

‘Western’ businessman reaching out to shake hands or tourists takings selfies in front of the Eiffel 

Tower which presented a world view that was largely incompatible with the course aims.  This 

disjuncture even spilled over into the realm of my digital profile.   An internet search for my name (a 

narcissistic exercise which I do not often perform) now produces a top hit with the line:  ‘How do 

cultures interact and affect each other?’  While this is not exactly scandalous, it is also not how I 

would personally frame social interaction or ‘cultures’ and this line which, was reproduced from the 

course marketing material, now forever links my digital profile to a marketing strapline.  

Another issue was the marketing suggestion to change the original name of the course to a new 

course name (e.g. Cultural Studies) which did not even match the field of the course.  New course 

names were simply suggested through sampling analytics measuring what produced the most 

internet hits.  A further example of the mismatch between the marketing (and platform) and the 

course objectives concerned the objective of asking learners to critique ‘consumer culture’ and 

‘communication saturation.’  Given that much of the communication learners received was 

computer generated, offered limited real engagement and was packaged in a commoditised form 

with upgrades, the course itself became a perfect example of what learners were being asked to 

critique.   

To compound matters, the course materials written by myself and colleagues went through the 

Digital Team’s editing process which at times resulted in the intended meaning being changed to 
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one which was the obverse of the original intention.  This was not a result of  malicious intent, but an 

oversimplification of a message to be conveyed to an invisible audience.  For example, attempts to 

challenge social practices were at times rendered into what sounded like a celebration or 

recommendation that these practices should be adopted.  It also resulted in inconsistency.  In one of 

the initial courses learners encountered the term ‘host culture’ which is challenged through the 

suggestion that it is unhelpful and nebulous, only for this term to be inserted in the course mate rials 

for another activity later in another course.  The effects of this were not only demotivating, but it 

resulted in selecting a least damaging option in the final editing processes and accepting difficult 

compromises.  All of this was done with very tight deadlines looming.   

What was being erased by the marketing and was lost in the editing process was both criticality and 

learning potential.  While the endless hedging of academic writing can at times result in annoying 

jargon, hedging often goes hand-in-hand with a cautious and nuanced approach which is important 

in the consideration of interculturality and in understanding complexity. For example, when 

introducing a notion such as ‘cultural appropriation’, learners need to be given the opportunity to 

examine its conceptual strengths and weaknesses regardless of my own position which largely sees 

the notion of transcultural flows as a more accurate reflection of cultural practices.  Thus, the 

different connotations between a video script which states, ‘Dreadlocks could arguably be seen by 

some as a form of cultural appropriation’ versus ‘Dreadlocks are a form of cultural appropriation’ is 

significant.  The second option renders the statement a verdict or a fact to simply be digested.  

Moreover, as this is a sentence to be digitally captured as part of a lesson, it suggests that it is also 

my own position and it eliminates the potential for learners to critically analyse the efficacy of the 

concept.   Too often this later style of presenting learning material as a series of facts was chosen as 

a way to ‘simplify’ content which resulted in eliminating the learning possibilities for students and 

creating a false impression of my own position.  These are just some of the examples of how 

criticality and learning potential were lost.  

WHAT ODL POTENTIALLY CAN OFFER: SOME POSITIVES  

This piece should not be seen as a categorical denial of any value in ODL and the issues covered 

above may to some degree be influenced by disciplinary concerns related to the field of  intercultural 

studies.   There are clearly positive aspects of ODL and potential for engaging learners across the 

world.  I have been impressed by some of the online discussion which has taken place on the course 

by learners from a wide range of locations, although the lack of knowledge about these learners or 

face-to-face interaction with them reduces this advantage.  Additionally, the courses have attracted 

interest from a group of universities which see the digital material as having the potential to act as a 
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catalyst for facilitating face-to-face dialogue between students who are starting a year abroad 

programme.  This discursive approach is a much more compatible one for intercultural education.  

The opportunity for collaboration between colleagues is another benefit which ODL provides. The 

ODL team includes animators who are able to creatively illustrate points in ways that are much more 

visually appealing than the standard Power Point slide.   The ability to record discussions or 

interviews which can be used in course materials provides a very useful pedagogical resource.  This 

also allows course designers to digitally capture the experience and expertise of a range of 

University staff and students to be used for teaching and learning.   The ability to send a camera into 

the community can convey examples from everyday life from outside the confines of the University, 

although this benefit is limited by the constraints around copyright and image rights and the very 

cautious approach taken by ODL to critiquing corporate discourses.  These advantages, along with 

the ability to attract a diverse range of learners, are all important and offer considerable potential.  

This is one of the reasons why it would be a mistake to completely dismiss ODL.  However, it may be 

what ODL is seen to offer in the eyes of management, such as a ‘leaner’ University with lower costs 

through ‘staffing efficiencies’, which are what ultimately drive the University investment in ODL.   

CONCLUSION: IS IT JUST ME?  

I started the process of ODL module design with an open mind, but the gradual unfolding of 

understanding resulted in a much more sceptical position. The initial stages included trepidation and 

anxiety over an inability to gain a bird’s eye view of what the ODL design process e ntailed and what 

the finished product would look like. Once the reality began to emerge, serious issues became 

apparent.  While the practical workload could be described as very substantial given the amount of 

meetings, planning, inefficient processes and demands on producing content, the real concerns 

went much deeper than a sheer sense of worry about hard work.  

These concerns are broader ones which question the role of ODL in HE and specifically relate to 

areas such as how ODL templates affect the approach to teaching and learning, the ability of ODL to 

retain criticality in its course material, the substitution of face-to-face engagement to one mediated 

by algorithms and the neoliberal model of HE as exemplified by ‘upgrades’.   This is not by any means 

an exhaustive list of concerns and teachers who are employed to teach languages may also want to 

reflect on the implications of increased ODL activity particularly with the addition of other forms of 

digital language learning tools such as Rosetta Stone.  I have also increasingly noted comments 

suggesting MOOCs on academic writing to be a better option than a more expensive campus-based 

pre-sessional course.   An important question in this debate is what teachers offer in the classroom 
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setting where face-to-face learning takes place within a community of learners.  What do teachers 

offer which cannot be replaced by an algorithm? 

Not everyone’s ODL experience will be similar to mine and some of my concerns could be much less 

relevant for another discipline.  There are aspects of the ODL course which I believe are very good 

and can engage learners, particularly where other staff and students made contributions.  There also 

appears to be a great deal of momentum behind ODL which includes some creative and innovative 

approaches to module design. These apparent successes resulted in my own self -questioning 

regarding the validity of my objections.  I frequently began to question whether I was being too 

sensitive or whether or not I was simply out-of-step with the rest of the University.  McClure’s 

position has been helpful where she argues that, ‘[t]he critical issue for HEIs is to make MOOCs 

useful before MOOC technology turns into competitive weapons wielded against them by someone 

else’ (2014: 270).  That sense of usefulness has to include an ability to retain the critical edge which 

should be at the heart of HE. It is clear that there is a need for an open debate regarding the role of 

ODL within the University which includes issues such as transparency in the busi ness model, 

workload, non-negotiable templates and processes. It should also take account of theoretical 

concerns such as the importance of retaining criticality in HE and what counts as real engagement in 

teaching and learning.  However, given the current momentum behind ODL, the lack of an engaged 

debate seems eerily disquieting.  

 

Address for correspondence: h.collins@leeds.ac.uk 
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ABSTRACT 

One of the most common challenges for tutors and learners of a second language is teaching and 

learning grammar. This article considers the two main ways of teaching grammar: deductively or 

inductively. By doing so, it provides an insight, which informs how both approaches can be used to 

stimulate student understanding and active use of grammar structures. 

Keywords: grammar, writing skills, translation, feedback, deductive approach, inductive 
approach 

 

INTRODUCTION 

As part of the Modern Foreign Language Teaching and Learning curricular reform in the 1980s, 

grammar teaching was often replaced by the communicative approach, in an attempt to ‘get pupils 

talking’ (Grenfell, 2000: 4). As a result of this policy, accuracy was not a priority and errors were 

tolerated. However, more recent debates have led to the recognition of the need to focus on 

grammar. Grammar is important and learners seem to focus best on grammar when it relates to 

their communicative needs and experiences (Savignon, 2001: 125). This article will deal with 

different methods and approaches to teaching grammar based on my personal experience of 

teaching Italian as second language across all levels of proficiency.  This part will be introduced by a 

short review of main approaches to teach second language (L2) grammar.  

REVIEW OF MAIN APPROACHES TO GRAMMAR TEACHING  

Grammar is described in terms of morphology and syntax. Morphology affects the word structure, 

whereas syntax includes: phrases, clauses, sentences and paragraphs. For the purpose of this article, 

grammar is: “The system by which the words and the morphemes of a language are organized into 

larger units, particularly into sentences […]” (Trask, 2013: 121-2). 

Grammar is an enabling skill as its acquisition enables learners to process and produce correct 

sentences, in both the spoken and written form. However, grammar is not always the part of 

language that tutors want to teach or students want to learn.  Teaching a set of rules and forms 

successfully depends on how tutors put that information across in the best way to suit learners and 

facilitate cooperation. Grammar can be taught in two main ways: deductively or inductively. A 
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deductive approach means that learners receive information on language rules, which they 

subsequently apply to specific language examples and reinforce through practice exercises. In an 

inductive approach, learners have a more active role in discovering the grammar rules. They are 

usually provided with a text that includes the target grammar and, by exploring that text, they try to 

obtain the grammar rules (Ellis, 2006: 83-107).  

The distinction between ‘focus on ‘Form’ and focus on ‘Forms’ is also useful to understand the 

different ways in which grammar can be approached in the classroom. Sheen (2002: 303) draws 

attention to Long’s definition of focus on ‘Form’ and focus on ‘Forms’. While the former refers to 

drawing ‘… students attention to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in lessons whose 

overriding focus is on meaning or communication’, the latter refers to the traditional teaching of 

discrete points of grammar in separate lessons (Long, 1991: 45-46, in Sheen, 2002: 303).  

The learning of grammatical structures can also happen through corrective feedback on erroneous 

linguistic forms (Ellis, 2016: 413). This method has a great potential to enhance student 

understanding of grammar structures and the importance of L2 learners’ understanding of feedback 

is receiving a great deal of attention in the discussions amongst language tutors and practiti oners. 

PRACTICAL WAYS TO TEACH GRAMMAR  

Higher Education needs to prepare students to perform academic-type tasks based on language 

accuracy as well as to develop communicative competence. Grammatical and communicative 

competence can be treated separately in some teaching and learning situations. However, 

grammatical competence is a very useful skill in communicative contexts: 

Grammar exists to enable us to ‘mean’, and without grammar it is impossible to communicate 

beyond a very rudimentary level (Nunan, 1995: 153).  

More recent studies support the view that ‘for the development of communicative ability, research 

findings overwhelmingly support the integration of form-focused exercises with meaning focused-

experience’ (Savignon, 2001: 125). In the following sections, I will focus on different techniques to 

teach grammar based on my own experience as a language tutor. My own practice shows that these 

strategies can be helpful as they offer solutions to the quandary of choosing between a ‘deductive 

approach’ and an ‘inductive approach’. A combination of both approaches is not only possible but 

also desirable to enhance student understanding of grammatical structures. 
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Explore similarities and differences between L1 and L2 

Extensive research has been done in the area of mother tongue interference on the target language. 

Oral and written productions of second language learners show plenty of evidence of errors that can 

be traced back to the mother tongue (Khansir 2012, Richards and Schmidt 2002, Corder 1976). 

However, the mother tongue can support a learner of L2. The more aware learners are of the 

similarities and differences between their mother tongue and the target language, the easier they 

will find it to adopt effective learning and production strategies. Informed teaching can help 

students to become more attentive to important categories in the second language which have no 

mother-tongue counterpart. 

The following table, aimed at exploring the equivalent moods to the Italian passato prossimo and 

imperfetto in English, is from the grammar slides developed to teach Italian grammar at 

intermediate level at Leeds University. From the table, it can be seen that a deductive approach is 

used to explain the equivalence. Learners are taught rules and given specific information about the 

language. Through this ‘traditional’ and explicit instruction, learners are able to notice the difference 

between the structures of their first language and those of the target language.  

Table 1: Equivalent past tenses in Italian and English 

 

 



  

22 
 

The value of this type of table is that it supplies explicit technical explanation on a structure that 

would be quite challenging to grasp though inductive learning — and extremely time-consuming! 

However, this deductive activity on its own would not be enough to ensure that students have a full 

understanding of this grammatical point. More inductive tasks are required to achieve this objective. 

Therefore, in my language seminars, I have included students’ blogs as a follow-up activity after the 

introduction of a new grammatical point. As part of the preparation for written seminars, students 

are asked to find their own material on a specific grammatical point and post it on the Virtual 

Learning Environment. Posts are analysed and discussed during the following written seminar. 

Students are encouraged to explore similarities and difference between their mother tongue and the 

target language through this activity. They do this by identifying constructions that do not have the 

exact equivalent in the target language as well as by recognizing when the mother tongue and the 

target language operate in the same way.  Students are given this kind of instructions to prepare the 

task: 

• Find a 50 words passage in Italian showing the use of passato.remoto vs imperfetto, passato 

prossimo vs passato remoto. You could choose a passage from a novel or from the reading 

list of one of your content modules. 

 

• Find a 50 words passage in Italian with examples of ‘congiuntivo trapassato’ and its use in 

secondary clauses. You could choose a passage from a novel or one of your content 

modules. 

 

The following screenshots illustrate some examples of students’ posts: 
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Figure 1: Screenshot of students’ blogs 

 

Figure 2: Screenshot of students’ blogs 

This exercise is very well-received, with a high number of students contributing and very positive 

feedback from them. The following comments are from the informal feedback on the module given 

by students enrolled in 2016-17:  
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The things I enjoy:  

 Gaining deeper knowledge of Italian grammar 

 Getting further in the grammar and learning more vocabulary 

 The use of the blog on the VLE 
 Blog research 

 Really enjoyable oral and grammar classes, engaging with teachers and other students 
 
The comments show that students enjoy learning grammar and that they regard the blog activity as 

a valuable exercise to consolidate their knowledge of a grammatical point. From a pedagogical point 

of view, this task allows learners to reformulate their understanding of structures over time, to 

locate structures in a meaningful context and to work independently.   

Translation tasks to enhance grammar awareness  

Translating is another activity that allows tutors to use both deductive and inductive approaches in 

grammar teaching activities. This exercise is particularly productive when carried out with advanced 

learners who are dealing with complex grammatical constructions.  The first component of the final -

year written language exam of the Italian degree at Leeds University consists of a translation paper 

of two literary or journalistic texts: one from English into Italian and one from Italian into English. 

Written language seminars, therefore, aim to consolidate language skills, through the translation of 

literary and non-literary texts. 

Through translation, learners have the opportunity to learn grammatical structures by noticing 

specific characteristics of the TL as well as the correspondence between TL features and their MT 

equivalents. Studies on translation (George 1972, Cooke 2010) demonstrate how this task can be an 

effective way of reflecting on morpho-syntactical features. The reflection on morpho-syntactical 

features thorough translation tasks, however, does not have to happen under the constant guide of 

the tutor. A deductive approach could be used as a first step, where learners are initially given 

information on language rules and subsequently asked to translate texts targeting those specific 

grammatical structures. This more traditional approach, however, can be combined with one that 

promotes student engagement and encourages learners to notice certain structures.  

My own practice of using translation in the teaching of Italian as L2 allows me to highlight the 

following activities as a way of engaging student active participation and reflection on morpho-

syntactical features: 

 Comparing in groups individual attempts to translate the same text: this activity gives the 

opportunity to discuss challenging grammatical points and possible ways of tackling them.  
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 Using peer discussion as a way of improving the first attempt to translate a passage: this 

activity is useful not only to consolidate acquisition of language structures but also to 

understand that the learning process can happen independently. Learners are able to 

appreciate that they do not need constant guide and attention from their language tutor to 

make progress. 

 

 Listing mistakes by grammatical categories by comparing individual attempts against good 

model translations. 

 

Indeed, these peer feedback activities encourage students to participate actively in the process of 

acquiring and consolidating specific grammatical structures (Sambell, McDowell and Montgomery 

2012; Smith, Cooper and Lancaster 2002). Tutors do not need to assume a scholarly role and can 

evaluate best options and solutions in a collegial way in the class. They can encourage students to 

reflect on new possibilities, by selecting the best version and giving reasons for a particular choice.  

The students’ general feedback on the language module allowed us to understand how they 

engaged with the translation activities: 

The things I enjoy: 
 

 Translation passages 

 Translation classes: correcting the translations in class 

 Good discussion on grammar points that come up in translation passages, student led 

 Translation seminars: awesome format: practical, real life experience. Flexibility and 

creativity encouraged 

 

These comments show that the students regard this exercise as very useful for the enhancement of 

their grammar skills and that translation offers an opportunity to tackle grammar issues in an 

enjoyable and constructive way. 

Writing tasks to enhance grammar awareness  

This section is about how writing tasks can be used to enhance grammar awareness. As for the tasks 

discussed in the previous sections, a combination of more traditional approaches, where the teacher 

gives specific instructions and more creative ones, where learners are given the opportunity to 

notice and resolve problems independently, has proved to be an effective strategy in language 

seminars.  
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The second component of the final-year Italian written language exam consists of two-hour essay 

paper. The essay titles are based on general topics as well as on more academic subjects found in 

the content modules available in the final year. The reason for giving students the choice to write on 

a more academic subject is twofold: ‘to encourage them to work on language at a more 

sophisticated level and to motivate them to make more use of the bibliographical sources in Italian 

which are provided, but often neglected, for content modules’ (Santovetti: 2017: 8). This point is 

backed up by a student comment on the strategies she used to improve her writing skills. She 

advised less experienced students to: ‘read Italian academic material and try and notice trends and 

phrases that demonstrate how native Italians write’.  

Zamel’s article, widely quoted, though written long ago, has studied the effect of writing on L2 

learners and has concluded that it is an excellent way of bridging the gap between theory and 

practice (Zamel, 1987). Writing provides tutors with the opportunity to support learners in the 

development of grammatical skills in several ways. Here I present possible strategies to consolidate 

morpho-syntactical structures through student written language production. Although these 

strategies are teacher-led, they also enable learners to apply their knowledge and think critically in 

order to enhance their understanding of a grammatical issue. 

Tutors can target specific grammatical structures by giving learners instructions to include them in 

their writing, with the purpose of consolidating them and putting them into practice. These grammar 

structures need to be selected according to the grammar topics included in the course outline and 

also covered in seminars or lectures dedicated to the explicit teaching of grammar. My experience 

shows that this activity can be a very beneficial exercise for advanced learners, who need to 

demonstrate a clear appreciation of the nuances of vocabulary, syntax and grammar in their writing. 

Recently, a student commented on the usefulness of this task as follows: ‘It has helped me to create 

a few stock phrases that are grammatically correct and adaptable to different subject areas to be 

used in practice essays’. 

Engaging students with examples of good writing in the target language is another important 

strategy. Students will have to notice the good structures and evaluate them. Examples of good 

writing will also serve as a linguistic support for the student and provide models for good 

constructions to be used in the target language. A similar activity is to expose them to examples of 

‘less good’ writing in the target language and suggest that they identify problematic constructions as 

well as to improve them.  
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Editing and revising written production helps students to identify and correct problematic 

constructions. This revision can be successfully carried out after being exposed to explicit grammar 

instruction aimed to rectify specific problems. For example, if frequent errors of the same 

grammatical nature are present in the written production of several learners, a mini -lesson can be 

presented on the topic, using examples of student writing. The following list is a collection of 

students’ phrases in essay writing, containing preposition mistakes: 

 

Table 2: Collection of students’ phrases 

Students’ phrases Correct form 

• Simbolo per la ricchezza 

• Ho potuto ricordare me stesso 

• I lati positivi sull’apprendimento 

• È difficile di imparare una nuova lingua 

• Mettere barriere con i paesi che la Gran 

Bretagna commercia 

• Simbolo di ricchezza 

• Ho potuto ricordare a me stesso 

• I lati positivi dell’apprendimento 

• È difficile imparare una nuova lingua 

• Mettere barriere con i paesi con cui la 

Gran Bretagna commercia 

 

Students are asked to edit their own writing after group discussion on this particular problem. The 

following comments indicate how this activity has also helped students to develop autonomous 

language learning strategies outside the classroom: 

 

 Write short essays, get them checked by an Italian tutor, and rewrite them with corrections. 
 

 Before the essay exam, look at all of your previous essays and make a note of every single 
mistake that you have made and attempt to understand the corrections.  

 
Other studies support the view that combining grammar instruction with the revision of writing tasks 

makes grammar more meaningful and helps learners to put grammar in context: 

Integrating grammar instruction into the revising and editing process helps students make 
immediate applications, thus allowing them to see the relevance of grammar to their own 
writing (Chin, 2000:1) 
 

Formative feedback to enhance awareness of grammar structures 

Ellis (2006: 84) argues that grammar teaching can be conducted by means of corrective feedback on 

learner errors when these arise in the context of performing some communicative tasks. Formative 

feedback provides students with the opportunity to analyse and be critical of their own production. 

However, for feedback to have a positive effect on learners, it is also important to highlight those 

moments when they have performed well in a specific task. Feedback starts being meaningful if, 
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through it, learners get a better understanding of the gaps in their knowledge and can take 

subsequent, specific actions to improve their performance. Therefore, feedback cannot be reduced 

to a passive task where students are presented a prescriptive list of errors and then asked to rectify 

them. Students need to engage actively with the process of receiving feedback (Elwood and 

Kenowski 2002, Falchikov 2005). Student participation can be facilitated if students’ work is marked 

against clear assessment criteria and if students can relate their grade to those marking criteria. 

Another issue in understanding feedback can derive from a lack of understanding of the specialized 

terminology used in the marking criteria.  

Encouraging learners to engage with the criteria and the terminology used to describe different 

levels of performance increases understanding of feedback and, hopefully, retention of target 

structures. Certain activities and exercises can be undertaken in class to facilitate this process. Peer 

assessment and self-assessment help students develop understanding of the criteria and the 

terminology commonly used by tutors. Peer-marking is useful as students do not work in isolation 

and have the opportunity to work in pairs when commenting and analysing their written production 

against the marking criteria. Self-assessment, i.e. analysing individual work against the marking 

criteria, also 

provides learners with an opportunity to reflect on their own production and to take conscious 

decisions throughout their learning process. Reiss (1983, in Ellis, 1995: 550) found that students 

achieving high standards in second language productions were able to describe their approach to a 

specific task since they had developed a metalanguage for doing so: “try to practise the new tense 

while speaking”. Weaker students’ accounts were more vague and inaccurate: “keep going over it” 

or “study it until I understand”. 

An extract from a peer-marking activity follows. The purpose of this activity was to encourage 

students to engage with the marking criteria used to assess their own written language production. 

The extract shows the written comments from one group of students to a peer and includes 

students’ corrections as well as their comments on how to improve the syntax and the vocabulary. 

The table demonstrates how learners have organized the peer-marking feedback according to three 

categories: grammar, discourse and lexicon. This categorization is based on the criteria used in the 

language module to evaluate formative and summative written language work. Furthermore, the 

comments reveal students’ conceptualization of ‘grammar’, ‘discourse’ and ‘lexicon’.  
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Table 3: Peer-marking feedback 

Grammar Discourse Lexicon 

Prepositions: ‘dipende della’ 

should be ‘dipende dalla’. 

Subjunctive: ‘le persone 

pensano che le nuove 

tecnologie possono…’ should 

be ‘le persone pensano che le 

nuove tecnologie possano…’ 

 

Subjunctive + se: ‘se si tratta di 

…la probabiltà sembrerebbe…’ 

should be ‘se si trattasse di… la 

probabiltà sembrerebbe…’ 

Syntax: syntax was a constant 

problem in this essay – 

sentences were often too long 

and convoluted, and had 

evidently been translated 

literally from English 

constructions. In many cases 

simpler solutions should have 

been used. Word choice also 

contributed to poor syntax. 

-- ‘è pieno di problemi… come 

quella [Guerra] di Iraq, ad 

problemi famigliari, come 

storie di padre che hanno 

ammazzati i suoi figli neonati, 

e anche dei disastri naturali 

come la tragedia recente che è 

sucessa nelle fillipine.’ I 

struggled to decipher this 

sentence in order to find a 

solution for it, but we could 

agree that it needed 

shortening and the 

relationships between the 

clauses clarified with better 

structure and choice of 

prepositions 

Speaking of stories in 

newspapers, ‘notizie’ would 

have been a better word 

choice than ‘storie’. 

We did not think it was 

necessary to write ‘figli 

neonati’ when just ‘neonati’ 

would have sufficed. 

We were unsure if ‘una 

mancanza complete di 

conflitti’ was the best word 

choice – perhaps ‘una 

mancanza totale’ would have 

been better. 

 

 

 

The activities discussed in this section encourage students to reflect on their own performance and 

to improve it. A subsequent task that could be introduced is to ask learners to look at their own 

writing tasks performed over a period of time and identify recurrent problematic constructions. The 
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next stage would be to rewrite an improved version of the same tasks.  In this way, understanding of 

feedback would lead to an improvement in written language production.  

CONCLUSION 

This article recognizes that teaching and learning L2 morpho-syntactical structures can be a 

challenging activity. However, mastering them is necessary to achieve near-native competence. Poor 

grammar skills impede linguistic creativity and hamper communication.  

This article has presented several techniques to enhance grammar skills in learners of a second 

language. Also, it has argued that tutors do not have mutually exclusive choices, such as deductive 

approach versus inductive approach. A combination of more and less traditional strategies is an 

effective way of triggering grammatical awareness in learners of a second language. Students are 

more likely to be successful learners if the explicit teaching of specific linguistic forms is combined 

with activities that encourage them to notice these forms. Formative feedback activities can also 

elicit active student participation. 

An awareness of these issues will help language tutors to incorporate a methodology that takes into 

account student learning needs and leads to improved student progress and pleasure in ‘gruesome 

grammar’. 

Address for correspondence: m.c.LaSala@leeds.ac.uk 
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ABSTRACT: 

This short paper attempts to outline some of the difficulties in designing a content-based 

presessional course, “Language for Law.” It touches on the notion of the novice practitioner and how 

this is ultimately a position of some confusion and vulnerability. It examines how a practitioner may 

attempt to develop expertise both through engagement with the EAP literature, and through the 

inheritance of institutional knowledge and practices. The paper then goes on to highlight some of 

the issues that can arise when surveying the existing literature, and how these, combined with the 

tendency for institutions to revert to skills-based syllabuses, may limit the practitioners ability to 

make principled decisions around language content. This is considered within the context of law, and 

the article aims to show that in this particular context, these difficulties are to some extent 

magnified by a lack of knowledge, not just of EAP, but the subject of law itself.  In particular, this 

short piece aims to show how this lack of understanding of law makes a sound interrogation of 

epistemological and discourse practices difficult, and in turn hopes to encourage a commitment to 

professional development to address the challenge facing EAP practitioners stepping into new 

academic disciplines. 

Keywords: EAP; Practitioner; Professional Development;   Law;    Language;    Course Development 

INTRODUCTION 

This is a short piece which hopes to outline and discuss some issues around developing a content-

based presessional course in language for law. That is, a 6 week course aiming to teach both 

language and academic skills to international postgraduate students through law based texts and 

tasks. This article is written with an emphasis on my own experience, a ‘novice’ EAP practitioner and 

hopes to outline some of the challenges of the primarily ‘solitary endeavor’ of designing a course 

(Ding and Bruce 2017:111). It attempts to highlight how a lack of expertise and prevailing practices 

within an institution can mean that difficult decisions regarding the nature of course content are not 

always as principled as they could be. In fact, it is a twofold plea for the creation of good language-

centric materials and the focus on professional development which might enable this. 

As a practitioner met with the challenge of developing a new course in a new discipline, an obvious 

starting point is needs analysis. As Bruce (2017) points out, ‘EAP is a discipline that is famously 
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needs-driven.’ Unsurprisingly, of particular interest here are the students’ target needs regarding 

language. Assessing these needs involves operationalizing two areas of expertise. Firstly, an ability to 

interrogate law’s disciplinary practices and, secondly, the capacity to unravel and unpack the 

numerous features constituting the genres which are written and read in law. A solid and 

sophisticated assessment of target needs, at least in terms of writing, should presumably involve an 

insightful and systematic genre analysis. It would also involve the development of a corpus to help 

marry lexico-grammatical features to the array of functions or moves that have been highlighted in 

the genre analysis.  Clearly, to develop the above and have an appropriate level of discourse 

competence, EAP practitioners need both a broad knowledge base of their own discipline (Bruce, 

2017) and the tools to enable them to step in and study or analyse authentic texts from a target 

discipline (Candlin, C.N., Bhatia, V.K. and Jensen, C.H., 2002).  However, novice practitioners rarely 

have these tools and knowledge. This is partly because the route to EAP work is often circuitous 

which means knowledge can be developed in a rather ad hoc way (Alexander, 2013) which can leave 

the practitioner feeling somewhat deskilled. This inevitably has consequences for course design and 

in particular what language should be placed at the forefront of those courses.  What follows is an 

outline of some ways a practitioner may attempt to address this issue, the first being to take a turn 

to the literature. 

THE LITERATURE: A COPING STRATEGY 

The loss of certainty when embarking on the design of a course in a new discipline can be 

disorientating and destabilizing and one way of seeking some stability, and some language to teach, 

is to engage with research as a coping strategy (Ding and Campion, 2016). In relation to law there 

are four streams of literature which may be useful. EAP in a generic sense, ESP, EOLP (English for 

Occupational Legal Purposes) and also EALP (English for Academic Legal Purposes). Needless to say, 

this is a particularly extensive body of work. This volume of reading presents a number of challenges 

in itself.  It is time consuming, and without experience or a good working knowledge of the terrain it 

is difficult to understand the relevance and salience of much of the information. This is particularly 

true in terms of language for law.  As Bhatia (1987) has outlined, language for law is a broad church. 

Genres encompass a range of spoken and written texts across professional, academic and 

pedagogical settings. While this is interesting, frustratingly they actually provide little real benefit in 

terms of writing materials. This is mainly because there is a wealth of literature solely concerned 

with EOLP, which while interesting and offering useful pointers in legal thinking and how to write 

some professional genres (Legal Memoranda, etc.), actually offers little concrete help in how and 

what to teach students that are pursuing the academic study of law. This is more explicitly explored 

in English for Academic Legal Purposes (EALP). However, this still provides little constructive help. 
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Although written some time ago there is still some relevance in Feak and Reinhart’s (2002:21) 

suggestion that ‘the lack of informed research in academic legal English continues to pose challenges 

in curriculum and materials development.’ This may be because, in terms of language and writing, 

nearly all of the research omits close analysis of the legal academic essay. This is perhaps due to its 

rather ‘protean/ amorphous’ nature (Weber, 2001: Belcher, 2004:169). The sheer number of 

rhetorical options in essay writing makes it difficult to unpack a pattern of moves revealing an 

obvious and teachable range of functions and language that can be taught effectively. Since in the 

context in Leeds/Law, nearly the entirety of students’ assessment will consist of the long essay, this 

blind spot is unhelpful and is perhaps an example of how the EAP and EALP literature can at times 

miss what should be one of its intended aims, to speak to the practitioner, and in turn drive course 

development.  

This does not however mean there are no resources. In fact, there are writing guides for native 

speakers, Foster’s (2007) How to Write Better Law Essays being a particularly good example. This 

guide helps make explicit the expectations of the discipline and what a good law essay is expected to 

look like. Unlike almost anything in the EALP literature, it makes use of student models and provides 

some demonstration of how knowledge is organized discursively and how it’s presented critically in 

law, very useful for the non-law specialist in EAP. They are also written for students, so are practical, 

which in turn lends itself to material development. However, there are a number of disadvantages.  

Only a small part of this book focuses on the actual discourse of the subject. It is a very small well of 

information to draw enough materials for a summer long course. It is also targeted at undergraduate 

students and, although some basic rhetorical functions are clearly expressed, there is much that is 

left unexplored. For example, there is no indication of what range of lexico-grammatical features 

operationalize these functions. The guide is simply not written from that perspective.  Despite this, 

for a novice EAP practitioner, they do add to any growing understanding by providing some 

explanation of why legal academic essays are written in a certain way. However, there is no 

guidance as to what language is important, or useful, or how it could be employed effectively. 

Putting to one side the possibility that subject experts in law are already providing more practically 

applicable materials than EAP practitioner/researchers, the above highlights that the time 

consuming and rather complex process of surveying the literature can often be unfruitful and 

ultimately discouraging. It is not news to mention that teachers often struggle to see the relevance 

of research in teaching (Borg 2007) and in this case this comment may tentatively be broadened to 

include much of the relevant existing literature in EALP. So, when searching for solid ground from 

which to make principled decisions about courses, and the language that goes in them, this body of 

literature can feel like a hindrance rather than a help.  
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With the difficulties of engaging in the literature and perhaps, in the novice practitioner’s case, a 

slightly shaky knowledge base, it is therefore comforting to lean on institutional norms. In fact, in 

some ways what happens in a particular institution is the knowledge base. It is inevitable that this 

will then influence subsequent course development. This has many benefits, not least a guarantee of 

some quality and the passing on of knowledge hard-boiled through experience.  Unfortunately, it 

becomes problematic when this is less of a homage to excellence but a need to “reproduce existing 

practice” (Ding and Campion, 2016:557). This can mean a move away from language towards a focus 

on skills if institutional restraints mean presessionals are rather limited in terms of time, perhaps a 

UK-wide problem in EAP (Turner, 2004). In law, one problem with this is general academic skills only 

partially map onto legal skills. For example, there are a significant range of ‘skills’ which relate to 

sources of law and navigating these areas (see Finch and Fafinski, 2013). Taking referencing in law as 

an example, it is simple to say referencing is important, a given; it is also a fairly straightforward task 

to discover that OSCOLA is the system used. In this sense the skill is transferable, we can talk about 

plagiarism and synthesizing sources too, perhaps argumentation in conjunction with referencing. 

However, what is less obvious is how strongly this is interwoven with other aspects of legal skills and 

the creation of knowledge in law. There are fundamental differences, the nature of the sources 

being one example. Primary sources are statutes and cases. This includes the voices of judges and 

dissenting judges which are often quoted. In this sense the language is the law. Secondary sources 

are academic articles. In both cases all voices are intertextual and speaking to one another in some 

way while deeply embedded in the legal system. A concrete entity which embodies legal thinking. 

The way this structural difference bleeds into the language, legal argumentation, and the 

epistemological concerns of students demonstrate that an understanding of referencing as a general 

skill is insufficient. So, even if as a failsafe the course designer focuses on skills, there is a lot of 

‘content’ knowledge that is obscure for those with an EAP background which directly affects the 

discourse of the discipline. 

One other point to make regarding the teaching of skills in the local situation- in this case Leeds- is 

that students are already taught on a compulsory module in the law school, ‘Postgraduate Legal 

Research Skills’. This touches on referencing, good scholarship, as well as making academics’ 

expectations of what constitutes good legal writing explicit. Consequently, the presessional course 

should avoid an excessive focus on skills or at least be sensitive to any limitations within the local 

context. Partly because it is straying into an area where teachers lack knowledge, but also to avoid 

replicating what is already traditionally taught on the law course. Again, this leaves a small, but not 

unimportant, language shaped gap for the EAP practitioner to squeeze into. 
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If we do want to sharpen the focus on some language, which language should be prioritized? The 

limited time frame imposed on presessional teaching requires that close consideration be given to 

frequency, range and learnability when selecting which academic English is to be taught. However, 

without a principled analysis of student writing from a needs analysis, what exactly this language is is 

problematic. One way of making this decision is teaching language through texts. So, useful language 

will be revealed in the texts which students read. This can provide two learning opportunities; one 

for direct learning of useful language and the other as a way of modeling good language learning. 

This is undoubtedly vital for students’ further studies but problematic in other ways. One being 

notions of specifity. On the law course in question, the topics chosen to develop students’ 

knowledge of case law are statutory interpretation (homosexual partners’ rights) and the balancing 

act between freedom of speech and privacy. As at least 90% of the students on the presessional in 

Leeds will go on to study International Business Law, the opportunities to introduce topic specific 

vocabulary, or the threshold concepts it carries, are limited. Another issue may be that language is 

selected because it’s easy to identify. For example, when reporting the court’s decision, the verb 

‘held’ is used. This is undoubtedly useful, but it is very easy to identify the “move.” It is simply 

referring to a primary source. Teaching “the court said,” is conceptually simple and it may be 

something students could quite quickly discover themselves. A further problem may be caused when 

the vocabulary and phrases that are taught are text led.  The language chosen is unsystematic. The 

texts cannot cover all salient features. Some areas may be under-exemplified while others may not 

be featured at all. Further, the majority of the required reading is not necessarily good student 

models, rather professional writing or judges conveying their judgments in cases. This means the 

language can be overly complex, obscured by difficult content, or interesting features may be more 

rarely exemplified. A final consequence of this approach is that language mined from texts may not 

be recycled or taught effectively, students are often not asked to actually work with the language in 

any way but simply to highlight and record. This may be because it is difficult to design good 

activities which reactivate language in the context of the discipline or because of time restraints it is 

easier to place this part of the learning process under the umbrella of autonomous learning.  

Another more systematic way of teaching language from text is to focus on models of student 

writing. In terms of language for writing, this is often more helpful than the majority of texts read by 

the students. However, this is also problematic. Returning to the literature, the majority of research 

into student’s legal writing, however informative, focuses on a particular type of undergraduate 

writing in law: the problem question (Howe, 1990, Weber 2001, Bruce, 2002). This is where students 

are asked to assess a scenario and apply the relevant law. Perhaps one reason why this is well 

covered is precisely because it has a very exact structure and clear functions and so lends itself to 
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analysis. Regardless, postgraduate students at Leeds are not required to write problem questions. 

There has been one piece of excellent work on semi-technical language in student’s legal writing 

(Maher, 2016). This corpus-informed research highlights a range of language from student writing in 

law, primarily relating to referring to sources and language which allows writers to take a position in 

the text. This is useful. It can certainly be added to a syllabus which is then given some face validity 

for students wisely expecting some explicit language instruction. However, as Bruce (2017) has 

highlighted, applying “micro-level findings” into specific genres is problematic without the required 

pragmatic knowledge. So, to apply these findings effectively they have to be understood within the 

broader context of the target genre. Not knowledge the novice practitioner will always have. It is 

also only the beginning of the process of writing materials. There is much more work to be done to 

be able to contextualize this language, not simply list it, to harness it to content so the students are 

motivated by it, and to design activities so they are motivated to reuse it.  

Another broader problem in terms of language selection is considerations of specificity and how 

decisions are affected by expertise in the target disciple. The debate appears to rest on whether 

teachers should or shouldn’t teach content, and if they do teach it, whether they may be outside 

their remit. However, this misrepresents an important part of an EAP practitioner’s role. Expertise 

should include a working knowledge of the target discipline’s epistemology (Bruce, 2017) and in law 

to understand this fully, you need to understand the system of law and have some experience of 

how the law develops in certain areas. In other words, content. As Candlin et al (2002:314) stress, 

‘legal concepts and the language that expresses them form a dense, precisely interwoven texture 

which blurs the distinction between language and content. Moreover, in law, language does not 

always simply serve as the vehicle to express the subject matter; on occasion it actually constitutes 

the subject matter.’ 

Understanding something of the law is hugely helpful when considering material and making some 

of the choices outlined above. So, when selecting language, and hopefully the functions that they 

help students perform, teachers need to know how these fit into the specific epistemological 

tradition. In some subjects this may be more readily apparent, however in law, there are very 

specific ways of thinking, reasoning and understanding. As Feak and Reinhart (2002:21) note 

‘successful adaptation is dependent on the instructor’s having some familiarity with the conventions 

of academic legal discourse in particular and the legal system in general.’ Unfortunately, this is, and 

has to be, a slow process (Davies, 1987).  One that Davies suggests takes undergraduate students the 

majority of their studies. For the EAP practitioner this process is lengthened by the fact that their 

analysis only includes a small selection of texts, and is complicated by the lack of engagement in 

some of the breadth of reading and hard thinking involved in written assessments. If we are 
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expected to equip students with the literacy of their discipline, then it appears obvious you need to 

have more than a superficial awareness of what that entails. If the teacher is not expert in the 

subject, but an expert in EAP, then perhaps they would have the tools to construct a good corpus 

and work this data in tandem with a profound, principled genre analysis. However, as has been 

previously discussed this is not always the case.  As Swales (1986:18) observes, ‘there must be an 

apprenticeship to the genre.’ And in law understanding genre is as much about the content, 

community and its discourse, as about simply understanding the text. So, although not expected to 

be content experts, it is difficult to see how an EAP practitioner can do their job properly without 

some fairly deep engagement in subject specific discourse and content. Of course, the benefits of 

this are numerous, one being that developing understanding allows practitioners to engage in 

literature and research more effectively and efficiently and also, in terms of agency, it allows the 

practitioner to engage with and question academics in the law school more productively and 

precisely.    

THE DEVELOPING EAP PRACITIONER AND AGENCY 

 Clearly one way of supporting developing expertise is building good relationship with the law 

academics. As Addison and Crowe (1992:480) suggest, language teachers will need the support of 

the legal academics throughout, as without this co-operation, the materials are likely to miss the 

mark in some aspects. Asking for this support and asking the right questions can be a rather 

intimidating task. To approach these interactions on a level footing, the EAP practitioner needs to 

raise their game significantly. It could be argued that in EAP there is a significant expertise which 

allows for a balancing of power in the relationship with a subject specialist. As Ding and Bruce 

(2017:3) suggest ‘specialists in the subject disciplines (that EAP students aim to enter) are not 

discourse analysts, and that investigating and understanding disciplinary language use (shaped by 

epistemology, practice and genre) requires specialist theory and analytical methods drawn from 

applied linguistics.’ However, this is not always the position of the novice practitioner and arguably, 

in law, the academics do have a deep understanding of disciplinary language. It’s their trade. Of 

course, being able to collect systematic data would enable us to ask the right questions and develop 

the agency to drive decisions. In Leeds, the materials are chosen by the law school, then the EAP 

work is done from these texts and tasks. If there is some lack of confidence or understanding from 

the EAP practitioner, it can make it harder to push for adjustments or changes to materials, or even 

be aware of particular issues, until the course has been taught a number of times. This makes 

control of the conversation around course design complicated and importantly, the lack of control, 

or the lack of feelings of control, can significantly affect one’s willingness to engage in the process at 

all. For an EAP practitioner wanting to move beyond this rather demotivating position they may have 
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to invest in developing their expertise.  Not to be an expert in content, but an expert in how content 

is constructed, and perhaps alongside this, develop some interest in the discipline too. Clearly if we 

expect EAP tutors to be subject specialist we are on shaky ground; working with a physics 

department, for example, would transform what it means to be an EAP practitioner in terms of 

moving away from language and into content, but this should not prevent some effort, especially in 

a subject such as law, which is complicated but certainly not beyond EAP teachers. 

 

So, even though novice (apprentice) practitioners may acquire good knowledge through experience 

and institutional norms, when moving towards specificity this understanding can be put under 

severe stress. To cope with this, and to try and inform and lead decisions, it is imperative to engage 

in a broad range of literature, despite its limitations, and in the discourse of the discipline being 

entered into.  Then the aggregation of this research and practice can accumulate into a more solid, 

substantial understanding, and each can in turn offset the potential weaknesses of the other. 

Perhaps, as a result, this may enable the practitioner to get back, or closer to, the intellectual 

endeavor of teaching language (Turner, 2004) and to remain motivated and engaged enough to 

drive decisions, course development and their own professional development. In this sense, 

academic Law is an opportunity to do a “purer” form of ESP and to develop expertise. It also means 

that decisions can be grounded in a theoretical and professional context. Even if when finally made, 

those decisions are not actually too far removed from the original, less informed ones.  

Address for correspondence: c.pajak@leeds.ac.uk 
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Enhancing L2 skills through independent learning: the case study of 

an Italian E-magazine 

Patrizia Ronchetti  

Sabrina Casarin 

Leeds Beckett University: School of Languages 

 
My experience as tutor of Italian L2 starts in Italy, in a company in Umbria, teaching Business Italian 

to some German managers. At that time, I worked as a journalist, but I still followed my studies as a 

linguist. I have been living in the UK for 14 years now and right here I had the chance to develop my 

skills as teacher of L2 and most of all to try different tools to make the lessons more efficient and 

interactive. Leeds Beckett University has represented not only my place of work but also the fertile 

ground where to mix my passion for teaching and journalism. All tutors know how difficult motivating 

our students could be and to be able to find new ways to transmit the language studied as L2. I noticed 

that students struggled to get involved in writing activities: tasks were too short, too similar to other 

texts or even blank. There was lack of will but most of all, lack of motivation. 

 

The idea was to create a magazine on-line (available inside the platform of Leeds Beckett University) 

written directly by the students in level B2-C2, giving them the possibility to choose the material and 

the way to write an article. The result is something unique, based on each student’s experience.  

I will show the impact of this idea on the learning process but also in the emotional approach of a 

student studying a second language (confidence in writing in a second language, lack of barriers in the 

speaking tasks). 

 

Keywords: L2 e-magazine, research, flipped learning, learner engagement 
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Manifesto for the Scholarship of Language Teaching and Learning 

Alex Ding 

Centre for Excellence in Language Teaching, The Univeristy of Leeds, UK 

Jenna Bodin-Galvez; Bee Bond; Kazuki Morimoto, Valentina Ragni; Natasha 

Rust; Rasha Soliman 

The Language Scholar, The University of Leeds, UK 

In this short piece, we, the editorial team of the Language Scholar along with the Director of the 

Centre for Excellence in Language Teaching, would like to outline a new manifesto for the journal. 

This manifesto, which we fully expect to evolve and develop in conversations with the language 

teaching community, represents our commitments and understandings of what we are trying to 

achieve with the Language Scholar. It outlines how we understand the scholarship of teaching and 

learning languages, and the role the Language Scholar has in shaping, enacting and promoting these 

collective understandings. Most importantly, it is an invitation to you to comment on, contribute to, 

extend, critique and question this manifesto. 

 We aim to actively combat tired and unhelpful tropes and metaphors that perpe tuate 

notions of divides, gaps, incommensurability and suspicion between research and practice, 

theory and experience, and researchers and practitioners. In doing so, we see scholarship as 

a vehicle for all actors in language education (including students, researchers and 

practitioners) to contribute to a collective exploration and understanding of the many 

complexities of language teaching and learning. We believe scholarship, and this journal, 

should embrace multiple perspectives on teaching and learning and promote an inclusive 

community with a common aim of both understanding and improving language education in 

diverse contexts for all actors engaged in teaching and learning. 

 We aim to promote and demonstrate that scholarship is about impact. This encompasses: 

impact on language educators (their beliefs, identities, professionalism, skills and 

competencies, philosophies, praxis, pedagogies, agency, understanding of micro-meso-

macro structures and cultures); impact on students (their learning, engagement, proficiency, 

autonomy, motivation, literacies, intercultural and socio-political perspectives) and impact 

on people, policies and practices (assessments, concepts of syllabi and curricula, 

communities, community engagement, leadership, mentoring).  
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 We promote scholarship that is governed and driven by ethics. More specifically, a 

scholarship ethics of humility, fallibility, care, curiosity, inclusiveness and truthfulness. We 

recognise and embrace diversity in perspectives, participants, contexts, challenges, 

experiences and expertise on scholarship, methods and methodologies, theoretical and 

ideological commitments, and purpose(s).  An ethics of rigour must govern all approaches, 

genres and perspectives. 

 We encourage scholarship that is collegial, collaborative and conversational, but also critical, 

combative and cautious. Scholarship should open up rather than close down dialogue. 

Scholarship works to improve teaching and learning rather than create generalised norms to 

follow.  In this vein, we see scholarship as not only (welcome) accounts of successful 

scholarship endeavours but also accounts of endeavours which proved puzzling, less 

successful or failed. Scholarship is also about sharing and learning from these endeavours. 

We need to reconceptualise teaching ‘failures’ and ‘problems’ from remediation to episodes 

worthy of investigation, analysis and public discussion. And, aligned to this, we promote the 

idea that scholarship is also about taking risks, failing, experimenting and being open to 

change.  

 We abide by the maxim that students deserve the best knowledge and understanding we 

can muster when teaching. Scholarship of teaching and learning embodies that maxim and 

we encourage all language educators to contribute knowledge and understanding in the 

public domain. This maxim is encapsulated by two citations: 

‘[T]he core values of professional communities revolve around the expectation that 

we do not keep secrets, whether of discovery or of grounded doubt.’  

Schulman, 2000:50. 

 

We develop a scholarship of teaching when our work as teachers becomes public, 

peer-reviewed and critiqued. And exchanged with members of our professional 

communities so they, in turn, can build on our work.’  

Schulman, 2000:49. 

 

 We believe that scholarship, unbound by normative constraints, provides the potential for 

exploration of a variety of genres, languages, modalities, forms and styles. These should be 

chosen because they best represent the communicative/scholarship purposes and ideas of 

the author(s). Scholarship must resonate with the intended audience(s) and we believe that, 
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if scholarship is to resonate, then multiple approaches to communicating this are to be 

embraced. 

 We believe that scholarship is a powerful tool for language educators (especially 

practitioners) to enhance their knowledge and understanding. Engaging in scholarship 

contributes to greater professional autonomy, enabling new professional identities to 

emerge; it allows for development and transformation of praxis. Most of all, we believe that 

scholarship has the potential to enable language educators to actively shape their 

educational contexts rather than be shaped by circumstance, others and powerful ideologies 

and structures. 
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Towards a learning culture; developing a culture that learns. A 

review of the 2018 Annual ISSoTL Conference. 

Bee Bond 

The University of Leeds: The Language Centre, School of Languages, Cultures and Societies . 

The ISSoTL (International Society for the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning) Conference was held 

in Bergen, Norway from 24th – 27th October 2018. Whilst not a conference that focuses on language 

education specifically, the connection to the overarching goals of the Language Scholar are clear. 

The stated aim of the conference, with the theme ‘Towards a learning culture’ was to open ‘a space 

for discussions about the collegial, cultural, interprofessional and interpersonal dimensions of the 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning’. This resonates with many discussions currently underway 

both within the School of Languages, Cultures and Societies (through the Centre for Excellence in 

Language Teaching, or CELT) and the wider University and Higher Education in general. Moreover, as 

with many international conferences, language and communication were an important thread 

running throughout. Key concepts of scholarship, pedagogy and the need for ‘scie ntific’ rigor within 

both were all identified as holding very specific but differing meanings across the multiple languages 

spoken by conference attendees; language, the role it plays and the impact it can have in an 

increasingly internationalised higher education landscape was touched on in many of the sessions I 

attended. This understanding and acknowledgment of linguistic, cultural and contextual differences 

ensured a conference that was incredibly welcoming and inclusive of all, and that discussion arou nd 

the kind of work people were doing was thoughtful and considered.  

In fact, acting with thoughtfulness, and the consequences of not doing so, was one of the key 

themes of the conference. Elizabeth Minnich provided a powerful and thought-provoking Key Note 

Plenary on Thursday morning. Having authored philosophy books and papers such as ‘Transforming 

Knowledge’ and ‘Teaching Thinking’ it was easy to see why she was invited to speak at this 

conference. Her plenary drew from her new work, ‘The Evil of Banality: On the life and death 

importance of thinking', which she claimed was the culmination of 50 years of ‘field work 

philosophizing’. She related her own field to that of SoTL, arguing that in philosophy as in SoTL, you 

begin with no particular method in mind; you get puzzled a lot, often to the point of obsession, and 

you find ‘thinking friends’ to practice with. You practice with these friends as you work toward 

illuminations (or BFOs – blinding flashes of the obvious!), not proof. Throughout her plenary, 

Minnich highlighted the importance of thinking; suggesting that ‘being awake but not aware’ is 

where humans become ordinary or banal and, following on from the work of her mentor Hannah 

https://sites.google.com/site/drelizabethminnich/home
https://www.issotl.com/issotl-2018-program#plenaries
https://www.issotl.com/issotl-2018-program#plenaries
https://www.amazon.com/Evil-Banality-Death-Importance-Thinking/dp/1442276304/ref=mt_paperback?_encoding=UTF8&me=
https://www.amazon.com/Evil-Banality-Death-Importance-Thinking/dp/1442276304/ref=mt_paperback?_encoding=UTF8&me=
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Arendt, that this banality can be the root of collective evil. Thus, her argument is that by acting with 

awareness, by thinking, puzzling and questioning our practices, we ensure that we are not only 

human but are also humane.  

Whilst the rest of the conference focused on much more practical areas of scholarship, this theme of 

questioning and thinking carefully about the work we do was a red thread running throughout the 

whole conference. 

The other, slightly more light-hearted, but equally memorable session I am choosing to highlight 

here was a two-part workshop. This resonated with me in relation to way a Language Centre often 

needs to operate to persuade others to collaborate, and how powerful those collaborations can 

sometimes be in effecting change. ‘Guerrilla Leadership and Culture Change in Higher Education: An 

International Perspective’ was facilitated by Heather Smith, Claire Hamshire, Rachel Forsyth, Jessica 

Riddell and Paul Taylor. By running the first part as a ‘fringe’ event from a hotel bar, the tone was set 

for the argument that leadership in HE can work outside the norm. Paul Taylor (University of Leeds) 

suggested that leadership needs to draw from Paulo Freire’s ideas of social justice grounde d in hope, 

whilst Heather Smith (University of Northern British Columbia and Dalhousie University) argued that 

to enact change in HE, leaders needed to ‘be more Che’! Thus, taking Che Guevarra and his guerrilla 

warfare tactics as inspiration, participants were encouraged to work in the wild zones, to become 

more agile and to organize differently. We worked together to create a Guerrilla Leadership 

Manifesto. Answering questions such as ‘Where are the contested territories?’; ‘Who are your 

allies?’ (STUDENTS!) ‘What are your strategies?’, we were encouraged to think differently about who 

might or might not be our ‘enemies’ in achieving desired outcomes (QA came out very well in this, 

much to the surprise of many!). The facilitators were clearly having a great time whilst running the 

two workshops, serving us coffee (!) out of a balaclava-clad tea-pot and all wearing combat t-shirts. 

Despite this, the message was clear: that leadership needs to ‘push back against profound 

insignificance’. In other words, it needs avoid becoming banal and unthinking. 

 Copyright: Taylor, P. @Paulfryorkshire 23 October 2018; Twitter. 

For an overview of the breadth of topics covered, it is probably best to direct you to the conference 

website: https://www.issotl.com/issotl-2018-conference . One aspect of the conference that stood 

https://www.issotl.com/issotl-2018-conference
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out particularly was the wealth of open resources that were generously shared by all participants. 

Many of these are also available on the conference website. 

The next ISSoTL conference (9-12 October 2019) will be held in the USA, in Atlanta; the theme is 

‘SoTL without Borders. Engaged Practice for Social Change’. There is also a EuroSoTL conference 

from 13-14 June 2019. This is held in Bilbao and, for the first time, presentations can be given not 

only in English but also in Spanish with translators available. This highlights the diverse and rapidly 

growing international community of HE practitioners who have a deep interest in academic 

development and student education, and the determination of the ISSoTL organisation to work 

towards being as inclusive of all as possible. These conferences are a great place for novice 

presenters to find support and encouragement; they allow you to expand your horizons beyond 

disciplinary borders and find a wider context for your own scholarship. They are also incredibly 

welcoming, so are a great place to find some new, international ‘thinking friends’.  

Address for correspondence: b.bond@leeds.ac.uk 
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