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Abstract 
The challenge faced in most university undergraduate provision is how to nurture enhanced academic 
writing skills among first year cohorts, to the extent students can begin to positively impact their degree 
classification, through immediate high assessment performance, by the time they commence their 
second year of undergraduate academic study, .i.e. the year in which assessment results start to impact 
final degree classification in many universities. This challenge is all the more pressing given the 
restrictive funding arena within higher education (HE) and the correlation between HE funding and 
indicators including: degree classification and the related student employment destination data; national 
student satisfaction scores .e.g. National Student Survey (NSS); Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) 
in the UK; league tables (.e.g. THE). The overall profile of which effects University student intake 
numbers and so the cycle continues. Against this backdrop, this paper will examine the case for 
embedding academic writing skills within a first term, first year undergraduate module taken by 300 
students in a UK University - the university itself, a member of the Russell Group. It highlights the default 
position for most academic writing support, within HE, is to adopt a centralised specialist unit approach 
that serves a multitude of faculty and disciplines. The approach demonstrated here, rather, challenges 
that view and instead seeks to illustrate the benefits of not only embedding writing support in the 
pedagogical design of a first year undergraduate module, but to accelerate student engagement and 
their academic success, by providing a choice of assessment questions. The paper also advocates that 
such choice, reflects an intradisciplinary approach that mirrors, in part, the curriculum themes students 
will encounter during the remainder of their degree. As the module in question is also part of a common 
first year taken by students from four undergraduate degrees, this intradisciplinary approach, also 
succeeds in exposing students to academic disciplines and assessment questions, they would not 
otherwise have been motivated to engage with. As such, this paper also explores the benefits of 
providing variety in assessment design as an aid to motivating students in applying their best approach 
to writing and successful completion of the assessment task - helping to give them part ownership of 
the task through the personal choice they make. The work of Matsouka and Mihail (2016) will be 
examined which plays a crucial role in accelerating students’ understanding of why academic writing is 
important to their career and future study prospects. Further, this paper also seeks to advance the work 
of Windgate, Andon and Congo (2011) as well as that of Mostert and Townsend (2018) by adding an 
intradisciplinary approach to the ongoing and multilayered academic writing support advocated by the 
authors. Evidence of improved first year undergraduate academic writing performance, as a result of 
this approach, will also be evidenced in this paper along with improved student satisfaction scores. 
Keywords: academic writing; undergraduate; first year; intradisciplinary; business and management; 
pedagogy; curriculum design higher education. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
The increasingly competitive UK Higher Education (HE) sector, faces even greater challenges in the 
year ahead as it awaits [along with all organisations] the outcome of Brexit. So much so, that a distinct 
agency has been established – Universities UK [1] to deal with the impact and to off-set issues through 
concerted planning and lobbying. The increasing emphasis upon student satisfaction, through national 
surveys such as the National Student Survey (NSS) [2]; Postgraduate Taught Experience Survey PTES 
[3] etc. is anticipated to continue given their close alignment with league tables including,   The Guardian 
[4] and The Times Higher Education (THE) [5]. Indeed, the newest dimension to this competitive 
landscape has been the introduction of the UK Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF)  [6] which now 
brings quality standards ‘closer’ to the metrics used for the research equivalent Research Excellence 
Framework (REF)  [7] – though TEF remains at the pilot stage. With some reports now purporting that 
some UK Universities could become bankrupt in the wake of a no deal Brexit [8] the competitive 
challenges for the sector become even more stark. As such, this paper proposes that every aspect of 
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the student experience (undergraduate and postgraduate) can impact how well each HE Institution 
(HEI), performs.  With employability and assessment feedback featuring prominently in NSS at 
undergraduate level, the focus of this scoping paper is considered to be particularly timely.   

Often, student responses on discovering they have an embedded academic writing component as part 
of their first year undergraduate degree include comments such as ‘but I can write essays – look at my 
A’ Level results’;  Why? Beckman and Raynor [9]. Matsouka and Mihail [10] offer a helpful insight in 
their examination of the mismatch which often occurs between employer and graduate expectations 
across a variety of management competencies during recruitment for job vacancies.  The results include 
communication as one of the areas with the greatest mismatch, with employers having a much lower 
impression of the effectiveness of graduate’s communication skills, than graduates do themselves. The 
trend continues across the majority of competencies measured. It is often at this juncture when students 
are exposed to evidence which can impact their career prospects that attitudes towards embedded 
writing skills tend to change for the better, among undergraduate (UG) cohorts. The relevance of 
embedded academic writing components is also appreciated more keenly by undergraduate students, 
when they see how they will develop the skill through a focus upon the module assessment questions.   

Wingate et al [11] purport that despite the growing need for universities in the UK to support students’ 
academic writing ability, as a pedagogical approach, it is still a fledgling when compared to approaches in 
other countries. While Ivanic and Lee [12] as well as Wingate et al [11] stress the approach remains 
disjointed – they point to contributory factors being academic resistance to teaching the skills where there 
is a risk of time on the umbrella subject being curtailed and / or any risk to increase in workload. However, 
the results of Wingate et al’s [11] work show teaching improved through a more student focused 
engagement process.  Though, it is noted, the authors do identify limitations of the approach including the 
intensity of input by the module team. Limitations are also referred to in the approach adopted by Bowman 
and Addyman [13] including the point in the year when the module ran.  However, they found an overall 
improvement in student performances across a range of measures, including reduced cases of academic 
convention irregularities. Motsert and Townsend [14] also offer support for embedding on the basis of the 
growing number of students studying at HE level in the UK whose first language is not English. Their work 
supports secondary gains achieved though embedding including widening access, upholding ethical 
values and enhancement of student support strategies. Of note Motsert and Townsend [14] also expand 
the dialogue in relation to resistance to embedding practices, citing issues of nervousness / lack of 
confidence among some academics who see themselves as not skilled in the teaching of writing skills – 
no matter how extensive their own proficiency is. This debate is extended by the work of  Court and 
Johnson 2016 : 19 [15]  who acknowledge the difficulties universities have in overcoming negative labelling 
around academic writing components, including impressions among students that it is somehow remedial 
in nature. Nonetheless, they too identify a number of reasons to advocate the embedding approach, 
including its propensity to adjust students’ awareness from seeing writing tasks as assessments “of” 
learning rather than “for” learning. Their work is also notable in how they challenge academics to become 
more active in discourse on this subject matter.  Beckman and Ratner 2011 : 84 [9] go further, recognising 
the difficulties which UG students encounter when transitioning to third level education, calling for closer 
working between ‘academics’ and central / specialist writing professionals’ to assist students and aid 
greater clarity on assessment design principles, in the process.    
In the race to gain ever more students within the HE sector, it is proposed that distinctiveness in the 
curriculum is vital.  The approach discussed in this paper adopts an intradisciplinary perspective in the 
embedding of academic writing skills within a first year, first team UG module.  The aim is give students 
exposure to not just a range of expert academics, but those whose research led teaching helps students 
examine the module topic from a number of different perspectives.  In so doing, the approach gives 
students a sense of the wider UG degree they have commenced; nurtures their academic appetite to 
explore fields they would not otherwise have had exposure to; and affords a pedagogical basis on which 
to present an open assessment design which offers students a choice of essay, from which they must 
choose one question to answer.  A total of four undergraduate degrees are represented in the cohort 
examined here and so it is suggested, that the embedded writing skills design, also manifests a central 
aspect of social science in general – .i.e. there is no one correct answer to a question.  While there is 
evidence of the role of interdisciplinarity in academic writing approaches, Cargill and Sernick [16],  
evidence of intradiscplinarity, is less common.  As such, this scoping paper, seeks to advance that 
discussion.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
While research in education relies a lot on observation as Pohland [17] states: “Through the collection of 
documents the participant observer establishes his kinship with the historian … in the search for ‘best 
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evidence”. Still further that “…typically the researcher does not enter the field with a specific set of 
hypothesis and a fixed design in this methodological approach.”  However, such an approach is not applied 
here given the inherent weaknesses and ethical issues it presents. Given 2008 [18], however offers an 
alternative through the historiography approach to methodological design. Here he suggests [18] it offers 
a reflexive approach which can involve (though not an exhaustive list) “critical reflection of the authenticity, 
subjectivity, and authority of various information sources”. Yin 2016 [19] emphasises how not all research 
requires a methodological design framework beforehand – that it is the decision of the author as to the 
extent to which such detail is presented at the outset of the study. Given the exploratory and initial scoping 
aim of this paper, Yin’s [20] guidance is considered to be particularly appropriate. In addition, Yin [20] also 
considers the key principles of qualitative research including “explicitly attending to real world contextual 
conditions” whilst further pointing to the importance of a variety of sources of evidence as opposed to one 
singular source. As such, this scoping paper, also seeks to draw on Yin’s guidance on an exploratory case 
study .i.e. an area of investigation of events in real time and their constituent parts, their patterns of rotation, 
approaches and “organizational and managerial processes”, etc. 

3 RESULTS 
As the scoping nature of this paper is set against Yin’s [20] case study methodology and Given’s [18]  
historiograph approach, this section offers reflections on both sides of the question posed in this paper .i.e. 
whether or not to embed academic writing skills in a first year undergraduate module. As such the results 
of the author’s reflections are intended to form the basis of future study as well as being aimed at 
generating wider discussions for readers who may be grappling with similar dilemmas in other institutions.  
It is not intended to be exhaustive but it is intended to be a broad ranging set of historical reflections. 

Table 1:  To embed academic writing skills or not: Historical reflections 

Argument Reflections Key considerations 
Embed Advantages 

Focused 
Assessment based 
Applied 
Proximity to academic team 
Peer support 
Feedback is both content and writing style specific 
Access to relevant exemplars 
Disadvantages 
Resource intensive for the School / department  
Specific module leader competencies required  
Planning duration 
Design time for additional resources and support 

Know your organisational 
context 
Focus upon programme 
objectives – not simply 
module objectives 
Consider resourcing 
implications – human and 
financial 
Employability gains 

Do not embed 
- centralise 

Advantages 
Less resource intensive from a School / department perspective 
Designated specialist academic writing team 
Affords students some degree of privacy 
Intradisciplinary approach facilitates choice within the assessment 
design 
Disadvantages 
Generic 
Risk of students feeling ‘labelled’ by their peers 
Risk of being considered a remedial approach for weaker students 
Not seen as a mechanism for achieved more enhanced academic 
writing proficiency among more skilled students  
Feedback on writing technique is detached from content specific 
feedback 

Monitor academic 
performance of the cohort 
year on year 
Analyse attendance from your 
cohort at centralised courses 
Engage students in assessing 
the added value of centralised 
support 
Examine whether there is a 
role in-house for targeted / 
one off support from a 
centralised writing team for 
your department cohorts. 
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Table 2: Structural aspects of an embedded academic writing skills component – Lecture reflections 

Week1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Week 7 Week 8  Week 9 
Context 
setting 
Lecture 

Introductory 
Lecture I 

Introductory 
Lecture II 

Specialist 
Lecture 1 

Specialist 
Lecture 2 

Specialist 
Lecture 3 

Specialist 
Lecture 4 

Specialist 
Lecture 5  

Future focus 
and module 
close  

Table 3. Structural aspects of an embedded academic writing skills component – Seminar reflections 

Week1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Week 7 Week 8  Week 9 
Part 1 
A basic 
university 
essay:  
Context  
Part 2 
Peer 
support 
and 
exemplars 

Part 1 
Essay 
Structure 
Part 2 
Employment 
focus 
discussion – 
academic 
writing from 
an 
employer’s 
perspective 

Part 1 
Building 
Argument 
Part 2 
Sample 
marking 

Part 1: 
Referencing 
 
Part 2.  
Practice on 
specialist 
lecture 
assessment 
question  

Part 1 
Part 2 
Note-taking 
Practice on 
specialist 
lecture 
assessment 
question 

Part 1 
Introductory 
paragraph 
Part 2  
Practice on 
specialist 
lecture 
assessment 
question 

Part 1 
Main body  
Part 2 
Practice on 
specialist 
lecture 
assessment 
question 

Part 1 
Feed-
forward 
Part 2 
Plus practice 
on specialist 
lecture 
assessment 
question 

Part 1 
Recap  
Part 2 
Plus practice 
on specialist 
lecture 
assessment 
question 

Table 4 – academic performance  

Lowest 
Mark 

Highest 
Mark 

Median Average Standard 
Deviation 

0 74 57 56.37 8.70 

Table 5 – Average evaluations (5 point Likert scale) 

2017-18 2018-2019 4.23 average 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Drawing upon the literature review and upon the author’s historical reflections, the following conclusions 
are offered: 

a) There is scope, within the literature, to further develop research into an intradisiciplinary approach 
to embedding academic writing skills at a HEI UG level. 

b)  Academics and specialist writing professionals should be provided with greater support in 
working collaboratively or at a minimum engaging in wider discourse in the ‘how’ of embedding 
writing skills.  

c) The increasingly competitiveness within the HEI sector will continue apace and as such 
embedding effective writing skills is a mechanism which brings distinctiveness to HEI provision 
within an employability context. 

d) Students need specialist guidance in order to navigate the nuisances of writing between 
secondary and third level education. 

e) That all stakeholders involved with academic writing proficiency consider ways of eliminating 
negative stereotyping / labelling around such work. 

f) Further development on the qualitative data referred to here within the author’s historical 
reflections.  

g) There are encouraging signs of advances in embedding academic writing skills across UK HEI 
sector, in pockets of innovation  
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