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Abstract

Many studies on plagiarism issues across the globe have arrived at the consensus
that in dealing with plagiarism, universities need to do more than provide students
with policies and procedures. Education, via academic support classes, has been
touted as the way forward in teaching students to develop academic writing skills and
avoid plagiarism. Teaching postgraduate students to produce academic writing that is
analytical while retaining their individual expression has been a challenge at the
British University in Dubai (BUID). Most of the students at the university come from
mainly Arab educational backgrounds. This could mean that their education may not
have been in English but more importantly, that they may also have been entrenched
in different learning and teaching styles. Previously encouraged to rely on restating
exactly what they have read may contribute to students’ inability to express critical
thought through their writing. Based on analysis of students’ critical writing through
faculty feedback, samples of student writing and Turnitin reports, this paper seeks to
demonstrate that teaching critical reading skills as a threshold concept that translates
into critical thinking skills will help students adopt a different approach to reading,
which will subsequently help develop critical writing skills. This paper will show how
pedagogy was developed to enable students to read critically and produce coherent
and thoughtful critical writing while retaining academic integrity.

Introduction

In the last decade, the trend in many universities has been to set up learner support
or academic support units because it was perceived that students entering higher
education were not necessarily equipped with the academic literacy and study skills
required to cope with higher education (Magyar, 2012). In addition, with the onset of
the internet and students’ dependence on online resources, plagiarism has become
the buzz factor among academic circles and the onus has fallen on study skills units
to take preventative measures.

Initially, many universities were content to give students an academic guide or
handbook that contained tips on academic writing and some explanation on university
policy about plagiarism detection and prevention. Later, it was found that giving
students explicit documentation alone was not sufficient. Students either do not read
the policies or fail to understand the practical implications of the policies (Macdonald
& Carroll, 2006). As a result, most universities have formed special support units
which deliver workshops and classes on various academic literacy skills (McGowan,
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2005). This measure was taken by universities not only to educate and prepare
students for higher education but also to protect themselves. When a student is failed
due to reasons pertaining to plagiarism or poor writing skills, the student can rightfully
argue that he/she was not taught how to write, given sustained, formative feedback on
how to improve his/her writing or received relevant academic skills. This has triggered
institutions to develop curriculum in teaching of academic writing (Johnson &
Clerehan, 2005). By offering academic support classes, universities can then compel
students to take responsibility and use the support available (Walker, 1998). In
universities which boast large groups of international students, it has been a
worthwhile exercise to make these classes part of a non-credit bearing but mandatory
pre-degree module.

The scramble to teach academic writing

In light of the above issues, what many universities or institutions of higher education
have done is offer generic academic writing classes that have focused on teaching
writing through the use of genres such as descriptions, arguments, giving solutions
and report writing. Genre-analysis was seen as the effective tool for reducing
inadvertent plagiarism and as a platform for “using reading to inform

writing” (McGowan, 2005, p. 52). While this focus on genre may be helpful and useful
for undergraduate students to a certain extent, it has been found not as equally
beneficial at postgraduate level. This paper will explore how genre-focused academic
reading and writing classes have not been completely successful in enabling graduate
students to cope with writing at the graduate level. Many students’ papers tend to
remain in the form of heavily descriptive summaries or their attempts to be critical may
actually be copied critical chunks from texts.

This study will particularly focus on the masters students at the British University in
Dubai (BUID). The BUID is a young research-based institution in Dubai, United Arab
Emirates, that currently offers postgraduate programmes across subjects. Currently, it
has just over 500 registered students. It is generally assumed that students who enroll
for masters or doctoral programmes have the prerequisite language and literacy skills
required to produce research-oriented, intuitive and comprehensive work at graduate
level; however, it has also been found that graduate students too need support in
those aspects (Davies, 2011). This is due to a plethora of factors. Some graduate
students may have pursued their bachelor’'s degree and school system in a
completely examination-oriented context and not actually had the opportunity to write
an assignment. In such cases, expecting students to produce a 5,000-word research
paper can sometimes result in the student, the programme and the tutors facing an
indomitable barrier. Students may have the language proficiency and academic know-
how to produce such a paper; looking at samples or following the structure of journal
articles may also eventually contribute to them producing an acceptable piece of
work. Nevertheless, what has been found at BUID is that many students lack the
critical writing skills that can contribute to a paper being analytical. Faculties across
programmes felt that while students’ work demonstrated evidence of a wide range of
readings, significant research undertaken and analysis of data, it lacked critical
analysis in linking the findings to existing literature in the area of study. Because the
majority of BUID students are of Arab origin, many faculties felt that Arab students do
not know how to or are incapable of demonstrating critical thought in academic
contexts.

Thus, this study explores the content of academic support classes delivered to
postgraduate students at BUID between January and December 2011, and shows
how teaching language-focused academic literacy skills was insufficient to develop
students’ critical writing skills. It also outlines how development of pedagogy based on
teaching critical reading skills as a threshold concept can help students enhance
analytical and critical writing skills. This study was conducted on the hypothesis that
teaching ‘traditional’ genre- and language-based writing skills may inhibit students’
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critical writing skills and that teaching students to take a different approach to their
readings may help them think critically and translate those critical thoughts into their
writing. The objectives embedded within this aim were:

. development of pedagogy that begins with a basis of critical reading as a
threshold concept;

. to demonstrate that such a pedagogy will contribute to students developing
writing skills that are critical and analytical; and

. to show that Arab students are capable of critical thought but may need some

support in expressing critical thought in academic writing contexts.

The study specifically focused on Masters of Education (M.Ed) students as this is the
largest cohort in the university and the education students engage with academic
support most frequently. The study began in September 2010 and presents data
collected until December 2011, although it is expected that this project will continue
into the future.

Literature review: From writing to reading

Critical thinking has been a hotly debated concept for a long time within the realm of
education. In any global education context that is involved in educational reform, the
concept of critical thinking usually becomes a pertinent issue. Education systems
worldwide are constantly concerned that they are churning out students who cannot
think critically (Ozmen, 2008). A similar concern has been increasingly expressed
among faculties across programmes at the BUID. At postgraduate levels,
demonstration of critical expression, and argument in writing are seen as evidence of
a student’s ability to think critically (Johns, 1997).

This section will initially discuss the importance of teaching academic literacy and
study skills explicitly to postgraduate students and then show how focusing on
teaching writing or genre writing may actually be insufficient for students’ development
of critical writing skills while sustaining originality. Following this, the next section
explores how teaching critical reading skills as a threshold concept can help develop
students’ critical writing skills and original ideas.

The genre-analysis bandwagon

As universities began to realise the importance of transparency in dealing with
plagiarism issues, many institutions clambered to develop student handbooks that
contained vast amounts of information on the rules, regulations and penalties
associated with plagiarism. However, it soon became evident that just giving
information to students is insufficient (McGowan, 2005). Research into use of
‘negative language’ in student handbooks and students’ low confidence led to the
realisation that some active learning and teaching needed to take place for students
to be able to grasp and apply original ideas. Many EAP (English for Academic
Purposes) teachers have lauded the concept of using reading as a basis for informing
writing. Unfortunately, this concept has given way to focusing on genres and
developing genre writing. While this may have been useful for undergraduate students
in writing an essay (Umair, 2011), it has become problematic for non-native speakers
of English at postgraduate level who are expected to produce research papers that
demand an array of genres to be used simultaneously.

At postgraduate level, students have to produce research-based assignments that
most often also require critical reviews of literature and demonstration of original
thought in discussions. In accordance with this, Johnson and Clerehan (2005) claim
that ‘criticality’ and ‘originality’ began to be seen as desired features of assignments.
Thus, it is not enough just to regurgitate others’ opinions but students need to form
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their own opinions based on “research and reasoning” (p. 43). They further argue that
this can be problematic for students as, while sometimes they can present ‘original’
ideas, these may be deemed unreliable as they did not build these ideas based on
others’ theories, and the students will also be confused in differentiating their own
opinions from others. Chanock (2002, p. 3) substantiates this further by her rebuke
against dolling out plagiarism advice as students “may be experts on their own
opinion but they are novices in the context within which it is being sought”. This is
when students, because of reluctance to challenge what they read, may end up
regurgitating what they have read. They can perhaps see that the author is already
being critical but are unable to impose their own layer of criticism as they have limited
themselves within their status as students and the author’s status as expert. Chanock
also strongly feels that academics are ruled by the convention that students should
always be critical. This can be daunting even for a postgraduate who is considered as
a near-native speaker because it does not only demand linguistic competence but
expression of critical opinion within the boundaries of academic rhetoric.

Badley (2009) gives fresh insight to how particular terms used by higher education
institutions can create those boundaries that suppress students’ critical writing
abilities. Some institutions use the term ‘writing-up’ in their study guides, assignment
guidelines and handbooks. Badley contends that the very notion of ‘writing-up’ can
render writing an assignment as an uncreative process as it seems to suggest that the
writing process is passive. For Badley, good academic writing is a “problematic and
tentative exercise in critical reflective thinking” (p. 209), and the best way to engage in
this exercise is to “deconstruct and reconstruct” texts (p. 212). The implications of
approaches to reading upon using these features will be discussed later in the paper.

The critical thinking mantra

Many Western-educated academics pride themselves as critical thinkers and thus
tend to easily dismiss students’ inability to express critical thought as students not
being capable of critical thought. While globally curriculum is constantly challenged
and evolving, what has prevailed is the emphasis on producing a generation that is
able to think well and critically. The notion that a Western model of education allows
more opportunities for developing critical thinking has been widely accepted (Xie,
2012). This is contrasted with education systems in developing countries that are
usually criticised for adapting rote-learning and memorisation techniques which are
seen to debilitate a student’s thinking abilities. Within this context, the Emirates
Centre for Strategies Studies and Research (ECCSR, 2004, p. 1) reports that Arab
educational systems have also been under scrutiny and critics have described them
as “obsolete, consistently failing generations of Arab students and squandering
[students’] creativity and productive capabilities”. However, the only evidence to
support this comes from rankings of Arab countries in the Trends in Mathematical and
Science Study (TIMSS). The connection between low rankings in mathematics and
science and poor critical thinking is not properly clarified and appears to be tenuous.
Bolitho (2012) believes that the concept of critical thinking tends to bubble to the
surface as a cross-curricular objective every few years but it is an objective that is
“everybody’s aim but is nobody’s business”. He asserts that even the elementary
learner is capable of critical thought; it is the lack of linguistic tools, perhaps further
diminished in foreign language contexts, that inhibits expression of critical thought.

Al-Hazmi (2006) describes the EFL (English as a Foreign Language) teaching of
writing context in the Arab regions as “abstracted, depersonalized and product-
oriented” (p. 36). His recommendation is that writing should be taught as a process to
promote self-reflection and critical thinking. The results of his study, which were based
on student perceptions of learning to write amidst an altered pedagogy, presented an
interesting angle. In the questionnaire responses to Al-Hazmi’s survey, many students
responded that they enjoyed the classes more because of the interesting discussions
on writing. While it is quite evident that Arab students are able to ‘talk’ critically when
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reflecting on their own or others’ writing, the same analytical behaviour appears to
diminish in the finished product of writing.

The same issue was found within the context of the present study. All academics at
BUID claimed that in group discussions, students were highly critical, argumentative
and analytical; but when it came to writing, these features were hardly noticeable. Al
Yahya (2011) claims that Arab students do not differ much from students in the US in
their ability to think critically, make choices or question assumptions in talks and
discussions but this ability sometimes does not surface in their writing. In addressing
this paradox, Daniel (2003, p. 1) laments how the rich educational tradition of the Arab
world in the past has slowly eroded over time: “The great weaknesses of the Arab
world are the lack of freedom, the lack of knowledge...compare this to the intellectual
effervescence of this region a thousand years ago, an effervescence which drove the
development of knowledge in a wide range of practical and more theoretical areas”.
Thus, it is evident that Arab students have a tradition of enquiry and critical thought in
education but some underlying factors appear to curtail their ability to write critically.

Critical reading as a threshold concept

Academic reading and critical reading are ‘taken-for-granted’ skills that most
institutions assume students already possess. Even if these skills are offered as part
of a package in academic support classes, they may feature at the beginning of the
course, amounting to about two to four hours of total teaching time. Subsequently,
most courses tend to quickly move on to writing skills. Within the area of genre writing
especially, writing can be divided into various categories and offered as separate
classes. This tends to give the impression to students that reading is not an important
part, let alone integral to their development as an academic writer. By mainly focusing
on writing skills, a postgraduate student may learn the accurate grammatical tools
such as discourse markers, academic phrasing and referencing but more importantly,
they will also inadvertently learn that their reading merely feeds into their writing
(Harwood & Hadley, 2004). Thus, the entire concept of reading critically is shelved as
students focus on the finished product of writing.

The approach of absorbing and regurgitating content of readings could be
exacerbated by students’ previous educational backgrounds. Some Arab universities
still have examination-oriented systems where students attend lectures, study and sit
for examinations to graduate. Many students are not required to write an assignment
at undergraduate level. In primary and secondary schools too, students have been
taught to copy chunks of text into their copy books without any apparent learning
objective. A 1995 study that investigated the quality of schooling in the Arab region
showed that students were trained to “memorise and retain answers to ‘fairly fixed
questions’ with little or no meaningful context” (Whitaker, 2009, p. 1). A World Bank
report done 13 years later reinforced that little has changed in terms of educational
reform and that students are mainly still ‘passive knowledge recipients’. If this is true
then it is possible that Arab students have habitually received knowledge through
readings and this passive approach to reading is something that they are likely bring
to higher education as well.

Methodological approach

As mentioned earlier, the approach applied in this study was to redesign pedagogy,
embed critical reading activities in two selected writing workshops and then evaluate
the impact of these activities on students’ critical writing skills. Thus, it was decided to
conduct a small pilot case study with a selected group of students from one
programme who would be registered in modules that had similar assessment tasks.
In exploring the meaning of a case study, Hancock and Algozzine (2006) have further
built on Yin’s (2003) definition to explain that case study research “means conducting
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an empirical investigation of a contemporary phenomenon within its natural context
using multiple sources of evidence” (p. 15). Although, in this case study, the sources
of evidence are rather limited, it is still an opportunity to conduct an exploratory study
to establish feasibility of the selected approaches.

As most of the students who regularly attend study skills workshops tend to be M.Ed
students, the sample group comprised ten M.Ed students in their second semester of
study. Seven out of these ten students had also been identified as ‘at-risk’ students
who had been exhibiting poor academic writing skills. Anecdotal feedback from faculty
members showed that while many students had language fluency and proficiency,
they were not good academic writers because they were not sufficiently critical.
Critical writing was equated with critical thinking and the decision was made to offer
critical thinking workshops in the following semester. This critical thinking workshop
mainly included activities, exercises and games that were designed to develop
students’ critical and analytical thinking. Reading was part of the content but only as a
supplementary activity.

In addition to the above seven identified students, another three students who were
seen as ‘stronger writers’ were also included in the case study sample. This was
because with extra support in the form of attendance at workshops and individual
support via the Writing Centre, it was possible that students may show improvement
even if workshop content remained unchanged. Thus, it was also equally viable to see
if the students identified as stronger writers also improved with the suggested new

pedagogy.

In this case study, the ten M.Ed students consisted of six men and four women, aged
between 30 to 40 years. They were all ethnically Arab and had all obtained an
undergraduate degree from an institution based in an Arab country. The initial data
collection involved selecting and examining Turnitin reports of these ten students. The
same assignment was selected to avoid ambiguity in terms of task interpretation and
task fulfillment. The assignment selected was a critical review done for a core
Research Methods module. Although some of the students had passed the
assignment, the feedback comments from the marker indicated that students needed
to be more critical.

However, further feedback from academics and work brought to the Writing Centre
following these additional critical thinking workshops indicated that while some
improvement was evident in students’ academic phrasing, their work still lacked
critical argument. In light of this, it became clear that isolated activities on critical
thinking were not fulfilling the outcome of helping students to write critically. This has
been proven in other studies too, which assert that critical thinking skills should be
embedded within all subject areas and not taught in isolation (Pithers & Soden, 2000;
Lloyd & Bahr, 2010).

Data collection to determine the levels of students’ critical writing comprised two
modes. The first was to analyse samples of student writing and look at some of the
feedback comments from markers, and the second was to analyse the Turnitin reports
of the same assignments to determine how students had used sources. As the
university had begun piloting submission of assignments through Turnitin in January
2011, it became evident that Turnitin reports could be used as a tool for evaluating
students’ critical writing levels too. Based on the first two stages, pedagogy that
positioned critical reading skills as a threshold concept was adopted and then
students’ writing was analysed at the Writing Centre.

Redesigning pedagogy

To begin analysing student writing, the first step was to look at marker feedback. The
feedback for all seven papers mainly focused on students’ weaknesses in expressing
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critical opinion and argument. The next step was to examine the Turnitin reports of the
seven students to identify use of sources and evidence of criticality. Although Turnitin
is widely used in many institutions to help identify plagiarism, it can also be an
extremely useful tool to evaluate writing. As Turnitin highlights exact words from
sources as coloured ‘chunks’, it was interesting to focus on the highlighted text and
look for the amount and quality of black text either before or after the coloured
chunks. As citations were also highlighted, it was easy to locate citations and
scrutinise accompanying text in order to determine critical discourse. For the purpose
of confidentiality, the actual Turnitin reports could not be attached here.

The findings showed that there were some common, identifiable problems among all
seven assignments. Students had mainly patched together a series of quotes with
little critical comment or analysis. However, there are glimpses of student voice that
do show potential of the student within the instances of ‘patchwriting’ which Howard
(cited in Pecorari, 2003) describes as what students do when they have either not
understood what they have read or are unable to exercise the discourse required to
discuss the reading. Much of the writing too was in the form of descriptive summaries
of works read. This was confirmed by student attitudes to reading, which were
revealed in workshops through refrains such as “I can’t say it any better” and “how
can we criticise experts?”.

Based on this initial analysis and sources of evidence, the decision was made to
redesign the pedagogy of some of the writing workshop content to include critical
reading skills. To restore the importance of reading and reading approaches, it was
decided that critical reading needed to be taught explicitly. This meant not just offering
a one-off workshop on academic reading or critical thinking, but that critical reading
strategies needed to be integrated, taught and reinforced explicitly in all writing
workshops.

To be able to write critically, students should change the way they read. This can be
considered to be a threshold concept as it represents a “transformed way of
understanding, or interpreting or viewing something, without which the learner cannot
progress” (Meyer & Land, 2003). While work on threshold concepts has largely been
within higher education, much of it has been in the area of business, economic and
technology. Although a study was conducted in China (Xie, 2012) which applied the
‘Reading-Discussion-Writing’ approach to cultivate critical thinking among Chinese
undergraduate students, the idea of threshold concepts within teaching academic
literacy skills to postgraduate students remains uncharted. However, there have been
extensive ideas generated about the effectiveness of threshold concepts in relation to
learning. Carey’s (1991, 2000) work aligns threshold concepts to cognitive change
and ‘transformative learning’. In the same light, Entwhistle, McCune and Hounsell
(2002) recommend that teaching methodologies need to be reviewed, and Cousin
(2006) asserts that a change in learner identity is desirable. Thus, redesigning
pedagogy and applying critical reading as a threshold concept was seen to be
appropriate and timely. According to Atherton (2011), threshold concepts are not just
about core or central ideas of a subject. It could very well be something that is
obvious and has been inadvertently neglected but when resurrected could radically
change the way students think about a subject. In teaching critical reading skills as a
threshold concept, the emphasis is on showing students how to actively engage with
the text by questioning and debating through disciplined and controlled processes. At
initial stages, some models of questioning strategies can also be given as they can
“provide students with a window into the thinking an expert uses when

questioning” (Wilson & Smetana, 2011, p. 88).

Figure 1 illustrates the process of how critical reading as a threshold concept flows
into development of writing using some aspects of critical thinking skills (Cottrell,
2001, 2005), critical reading techniques (Memering & Palmer, 2002) and guidelines
on developing critical writing skills (Hart, 1998).
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Figure 1: Explicit reading strategies towards writing critically

As discussed earlier, studies that advocate explicit teaching of academic writing are
aware of the importance of starting with reading and using texts as a base for students
to develop writing skills. However, using texts in EAP classes have been predominantly
to identify particular linguistic devices or for genre-analysis. The genre approach is
valid in terms of dynamism that can vary “across time, across disciplines and across
instructors in the disciplines” (Khasawneh, 2010, p. 9); however, it is restricted to
helping students learn the conventions of a particular form relevant to limited situations.
In bringing back reading as a threshold concept, texts also need to be ‘deconstructed’.
Badley (2009) emphasises that this does not mean finding deliberate fault with the text
but recommends building on Derrida’s (1994) suggestion of examining texts deeply. By
doing the latter, Badley reiterates that “deconstruction creates tension between a
conservative fidelity to existing texts and the radical possibility of something new, some
new insight or interpretation...” (p. 212). He strongly contends that only by collecting,
analysing, evaluating and interpreting educational texts can students then ‘re-
construct’ (write) by re-collecting, re-evaluating, re-interpreting and finally, synthesising.

Impact on students

The focus of this study was to evaluate new pedagogy. One source of evidence in this
case study included obtaining students’ comments on new workshop content. During
appointments at the Writing Centre, students were asked what they felt about the
critical reading components of the workshops and how, if at all, they had contributed to
their writing. The seven students made the following comments:

Student 1 - “/ just used to read and regurgitate, I didn’t think about what I read.”
Student 2 - “For me, it was important only to understand all vocabulary and general
content of text, only now | know how to question what | read.”

Student 3 - “/ always only saw the writers as experts, now | know | am expert too in
different ways.”

Student 4 - “/ had some opinions but | thought they were not ‘academic’ enough, that’s
why | only used opinions of others in my work.”

Student 5 - “/ thought my opinion should only be to the point what | agree and disagree
with. Only now | have learnt to support my agreements and disagreements with
opinions of others and then re-evaluate those opinions.”

10
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Student 6 - “/ liked idea of pretending that the authors were in the room and we could
engage in a debate with them. This helped me to form arguments using my own
words.”

Student 7 - “/ liked interacting with the text rather than absorbing content like a
sponge.”

While students’ responses seem to indicate that some transformation had occurred in
the way they approached their reading and noticeable improvement was perceived in
students’ drafts, it was also useful to see if students’ grades had improved for their
next assignment. The second assignment was similar to the first as it was also a
critique; while the first one was a critique of an article, the second was a critique of a
selected educational policy.

Table 1 shows the grades students attained in the first and second assignment. In
terms of these results, the grades are viewed as evidence of improvement in critical
writing and the Turnitin percentage is seen as evidence of originality. Of course using
Turnitin similarity indexes as indicators of improved writing quality can be rather
dubious; however, they were not used to determine changed levels of plagiarism. The
similarity reports helped reveal salient aspects of student writing. While this study
mainly drew conclusions based on students’ work and their own shared verbal
reflections (see below), the Turnitin text match percentages gave interesting data on
individual student’s understanding of citation and attribution.

M.Ed Module Turnitin Module Grade Turnitin
Students Grade similarity Semester 2 Similarity
Semester 1 index (post-new Index
(Semester 1) pedagogy) (Semester 2)
Student 1 D 32% C 21%
Student 2 D 26% C 22%
Student 3 C 24% B 25%
Student 4 C 8% B 9%
Student 5 C 28% C 12%
Student 6 C 32% A 5%
Student 7 D 26% D 28%
Student 8 B 15% A 5%
Student 9 B 12% B 9%
Student 10 B 16% A 9%
Table 1:

Assignment grades of case study group

The results reveal that students’ grades generally did improve and that students who
had failed the first critique assignment, managed to pass in Semester 2. Only one of
the failing students failed again and still had issues with originality. Two other
students’ grades remained the same but the Turnitin index decreased. It is interesting
to note that the three additional students (who were considered to be strong writers)

"
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chosen to be included in the study also showed some improvement in either grades,
similarity index percentages or both. As clarified earlier, the Turnitin similarity index
was used to investigate students’ usage of sources, extent of use and levels of critical
writing. One issue with this study is that because the case study was built on initial
students’ grades and marker comments, it became necessary to obtain Semester 2
Turnitin reports to make a comparison. However, only information regarding the
percentages of the reports were obtained and thus, access to the full Turnitin reports
was limited. This meant that preliminary conclusions regarding impact of the new
pedagogy on students’ writing were mainly drawn from student opinions, students’
drafts at the Writing Centre and grades.

Admittedly, other factors could have contributed to students getting higher grades
such as looking at a peer’s assignments or engaging in independent learning
involving writing tasks to improve their own writing but during individual appointments,
most of these students admitted that they had only briefly engaged in self-learning
through recommended online resources. No data was collected in the form of formal
questionnaires nor interviews done to gauge student perceptions on how change in
pedagogy had affected their learning and writing. This was deliberate because the
idea was for students to assimilate the threshold concept without being too conscious
that they were learning academic writing in a different way.

Conclusion

Based on the limited evidence in this small case study of ten M.Ed students, it is
difficult to generalise that critical reading as a threshold concept can enhance critical
writing skills among postgraduate students. Nevertheless, early evidence that
teaching critical reading strategies as a threshold concept and departing from genre
analysis does indicate that these strategies can help students alter their attitudes to
reading, develop a more critical approach to texts and then translate these thoughts
into their academic writing.

Although many teachers’ practices of teaching academic writing may resonate with
the above, it would be difficult to initiate curricular and pedagogical change, especially
in larger institutions, where students expect to be taught writing in an academic writing
class, not reading. Some studies have attempted to address this issue. By using the
metaphor of ‘bootstrapping’, Carey (2004) explains that in returning to core concepts,
innate beliefs of students have to be initially identified, followed by understanding how
the target concept is different from the innate representation and then define the
“learning mechanisms” (p. 60) that would enable the core concept to be rebuilt. Thus,
the practice of idealising texts leading to weak writing and sometimes plagiarism, may
have become innate for many Arab learners. These students need to be taught to
resurrect some of their dormant reading skills, learn and assimilate new critical
reading skills, and learn how to “interrogate” (Johnson & Clerehan, 2005) academic
texts to avoid naive criticism. Then they need to socialise themselves into the
academic context required and subsequently reconstruct their thoughts into writing.
Ultimately, the successful implementation of critical reading skills as a threshold
concept in enhancing critical writing and originality should awaken in students the
realisation that they do not need to ‘say it better’ than the text; rather they need to
analyse what has been said and ‘say it differently’ with supporting evidence. For this
study, curricular content was redesigned on the basis of anecdotal evidence that
comprised students’ feedback during classes, marker comments and the researcher’s
own reflective practice. The next step is to formally position this study within a defined
mixed methods research approach to map curricular and pedagogical change, gauge
academics’ and student perceptions, and align those with module grades and
originality reports.

12
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