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Abstract:

This article utilises Bernstein’s framework for conceptualising curricula to analyse the knowledge bases that inform study support in higher education.  Three conceptualisations of study support are selected for analysis; skills focussed support, learner focussed support and practices that focus upon the academic literacy of a pedagogic community. Bernstein’s framework illuminates these forms of support as it enables analysis of the power relations, discourses and pedagogic identities created by each.
This study concludes with an examination of how the tensions and conflicts that arise through a lack of shared meaning and aspiration can serve to isolate the knower from the known and the teacher from the student.
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This paper seeks to use Bernstein’s (2000) framework for conceptualising curricula to analyse the knowledge bases that inform study support in higher education. The term ‘study support’, in this instance relates to those structures that exist in universities that are designed to offer additional academic support to learners beyond the tutor-student relationship. That these structures exist, and are an expensive facet of higher education provision, suggests that they serve a broader political function that the academic community may be reluctant to challenge. It is difficult, for example, to question the existence of mechanisms that are ostensibly designed to support learners that have traditionally been marginalised by higher education cultures. Whilst an agenda not exclusive to the U.K. it is worth noting that in the last six years the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills and the Higher Education Funding Council for England allocated £392 million of Widening Participation funding to higher education institutions (House of Commons Public Accounts Committee, 2009). The formula for allocating Widening Participation funding to universities reflects the additional costs of recruiting and supporting students from under-represented groups. However, the Public Accounts Committee (2009:10) acknowledge low retention rates for students from disadvantaged backgrounds which they predominantly ascribe to low prior attainment. In this climate, albeit in uncertain financial times for the sector, it is unsurprising that many universities seek to offer additional study support mechanisms; both as a politically astute form of marketing and as an attempt to maintain retention rates across an increasingly diverse student population.

Nevertheless, recognition of the political and moral justification for mechanisms that seek to create a more inclusive higher education system should not preclude an examination of the knowledge bases that inform study support systems in order to better understand their potential impact.

Haggis (2006) highlights the difficulties associated with conceptualising models of study support, based, in part, on their situated nature, and the inconsistency of applied definitions. In fact, a variety of terms have been used in the literature to describe study support which include: study support, academic support, student support, learner support and academic advice with few authors making absolutely clear the distinctions between academic and non academic support and between formal and informal support mechanisms. The most commonly used term in this paper is study support which is defined by Thorpe (2002:108) as “all those elements capable of responding to a known learner, or group of learners, before, during and after the learning process”.  

However, whilst much of the literature relating to study support focuses on specific contexts, using locally understood terms, the assumptions intrinsic to each construct can be discerned; these include constructs that are largely skills focussed, those that are learner focussed, and those that focus on the literacy practices of an academic community. This typology broadly mirrors the model of student writing offered by Lea and Street (1998:172) who identified three forms of student writing in higher education:

Student writing as technical and instrumental skills (study skills / student deficit)

Student writing as transparent medium of representation (academic socialisation / acculturation of students into academic discourse)

and

Student writing as meaning making and contested (student’s negotiation of literacy practices).
Whilst Lea and Street are describing student writing practices here, rather than study support, their model offers a useful conceptualisation of the ways in which writing practices are conceived in higher education which has a clear resonance with the ways in which higher education institutions develop study support mechanisms.  Additionally, this model illustrates aspects of Bernstein’s framework for conceptualising curricula. Specifically, the first construct, Student writing as technical and instrumental skills, evidences a form of pedagogic discourse that atomises and deconstructs the real world of communication, language, and literacy in order to codify a set of skills and academic processes. The second construct, Student writing as transparent medium of representation, whilst acknowledging the importance of learner identity does not necessarily recognise those features of pedagogic identity that relate to the broader social context of disciplinary knowledge. Finally, the third construct, Student writing as meaning making and contested, is the only concept within Lea and Street’s model that actively encourages democratic and socially just pedagogic communication (Bernstein, 2000). As such, each of these forms of discourse demonstrates the types of power relations, control and pedagogic identities highlighted by Bernstein’s framework.
In point of fact, whilst increasing numbers of students entering the university system have forced some recognition that “the craft practices of teaching, which had been capable of sustaining elite education, are severely strained by mass education” (Clegg, 2009:408) it must be recognised that low levels of critical attention to study support mechanisms, from those involved in academic development, could serve to isolate the knower from the known and the teacher from the student. 
Theorising study support in higher education
Bernstein’s framework for conceptualising curricula development has been selected as the theoretical frame for this analysis for two reasons. Firstly, and perhaps primarily, it foregrounds the notion that different ways of selecting and putting curricular knowledge together produces different identities and relations in pedagogic contexts. In this sense Bernstein talks about a distribution of images suggesting that:

    “A school metaphorically holds up a mirror in which an image is reflected. There may be several images, positive and negative...The question is: who recognises themselves as of value? What other images are excluded by the dominant image of value so that some students are unable to recognise themselves? Whose voice is heard? Who is speaking? Who is hailed by this voice? For whom is it familiar? (2000:07).
The dominant images of value that are created by study support practices in higher education deserve deeper analysis if we are to understand the aforementioned low retention rates of the students for whom such practices are designed. 
The second reason for the selection of this theoretical frame is that the concepts upon which Bernstein’s framework rests encourage exploration of the interplay between power, discourse, identity and justice; themes central to a facet of higher education designed to increase access and participation.
These concepts:

· Classification and framing

· Pedagogic discourse and recontextualisaton

· The micro-politics of curricular justice and

· Pedagogic identities

can be applied to the knowledge bases that inform study support in order to analyse the social processes that constitute this feature of higher education. Whilst Clegg (2009) highlights the importance of the considerable influence of ‘academic development’ on the discourses of teaching and learning in higher education the notion of educational development as a ‘field of study’ (Shay, Ashwin & Case, 2009) invites examination of the  theoretical assumptions that inform these discourses. 

Classification and framing

Skills focussed models of study support, designed to ameliorate skill deficit  (Brasley, 2008) paradoxically serve to increase classification, described by Bernstein (2000:20) as the power relations between ‘categories’ which can be agencies, agents, discourses or practices. Whilst such systems are clearly designed to reduce power relations between those who gain access to academic discourse prior to entering the university sector and those who do not, in skills focussed models of study support, a clear assumption of certain learners being skill deficient looms large. This assumption is most evidenced where academic staff “reinforce the view of ability as a fixed entity, not modifiable through effort or experience, perhaps to the detriment of students’ progress” (Fazey & Fazey, 2001: 358) portraying study support discourses and practices as the poor relation of disciplinary discourses and practices. 

 Indeed, academics may be inclined to act dismissively towards students whom they believe to be unequal to the demands of higher education increasing the ‘classification’ between tutors and their students and between those students who can access academic discourse and those who cannot.  Such levels of classification are neither specific to the U.K. context nor limited to the undergraduate population with frequent accounts of postgraduate supervisors who “treat students as incompetent if they tried to ask for academic assistance” (Manathunga, 2005:226). Such accounts make interesting reading given that Bharuthram & McKenna reported that “after all, the mainstream lecturers who have set the assessment task are often incapable of making the required literacy norms overt” (2006:497). 

Whilst a skills focussed approach to study support is seemingly widespread Gamache (2002:278), amongst others, maintain that teaching study skills out of context does not work because students may not be able to see the complexity and purpose of what they are doing.  This argument misses the broader point that skills focussed forms of support, even when taught in context, do little to develop academic discourse as power relations between staff and students are exacerbated by the powerlessness of the discourse of study support which so often focuses upon discrete skills sets tending to leave the “conventional goals of higher education learning largely unchallenged” (Haggis, 2006:523).
Furthermore, as study support advisors have been described as having “second class intellectual status” (Rose, 1998:17) the aforementioned ‘classification’ of power relations between tutor and students and between students who posses academic capital and those who do not is contextualised by ‘classification’ between tutors and support staff.

These complex pedagogic relations between tutors, support staff and students are ‘framed’ by rules, the historical development of social practices and the motivation and expectations of each individual (Bernstein, 2000). The skills focussed practices discussed thus far are the result of legitimated and regulated forms of communication in pedagogic relations that have little, if any, empirical or theoretical justification. Their persistence, despite little evidence that they achieve their purpose indicate a broader political purpose of study support structures in higher education; a need to demonstrate that ‘learning for all’ is taken seriously despite low retention rates for students from disadvantaged backgrounds.
In contrast to skills focussed study support, learner focussed support mechanisms have been described as “the key means through which course materials are articulated taking into account the interests of diverse groups of students as individuals” (Tait, 1995: 82). Extending this argument, over a decade ago Tait identified “conversation .... as a value which should not be lost in technicist approaches to systems or learning management” (1995:84) and presupposed that study support be aimed at all learners. In fact, by identifying conversation as a value upon which study support should be based Tait demonstrated a clear focus on learner voice, student empowerment and a move towards genuine participation.
However, such an approach is dependent upon some recognition that “a student’s ‘basic’ study strategy is primarily determined by their perceived control over learning.” (Ferla, Valcke and Schuyten, 2009:198). Acceptance of this belief not only requires university structures to seek to reduce classification between tutor and learner, but requires equal commitment from university staff to analyse the ‘framing’ of those study support practices that serve to marginalise some learners.  
In stark contrast, structures that focus on the literacy practices of an academic community view writing as “an act embedded in a social context rather than an individual’s act of discovery and creation” (Clark & Ivanic, 1997:82) shifting the focus away from individual learners in order to foreground literacy as a social practice. This approach avoids the accidental discrimination of skills focussed approaches and goes beyond learner focussed mechanisms that, whilst striving to emancipate, could do little to democratise power relations across agents engaged in academic discourse. In direct challenge to those forms of study support that are based on an assumption that literacy is a fixed set of practices to which students need to be initiated, an academic literacies approach rests on the assumption that literacy practices are socially constructed and therefore open to challenge and change (Ivanic, 1998; Lillis & Turner, 2001, Street, 2001). Thus, academic literacies approaches seek to contest the rules, historical development of social practices and motivations that frame skills and learner focussed forms of study support.
Pedagogic discourse and recontextualisation.

Central to Bernstein’s exploration of power in the classroom is an analysis of ‘pedagogic discourse’.  In the example of a school curriculum, the pedagogic discourse is that by which other discourses are appropriated and brought into a special relationship with each other for the purpose of their selective transmission and acquisition. In explaining this model he shares an example from his own childhood:

“When I was at school I spent three years in a large room with wooden benches, side benches and with saws, hammers and chisels. After three years I had a pile of wood chippings as high as the bench itself. But what was I doing? Well, what I was doing was this: outside pedagogy there was carpentry, but inside pedagogy there was woodwork.  (Bernstein, 2000:47)

A similar process takes place in many universities; the real world of communication, language, and literacy is atomised and deconstructed in order to codify a set of skills and academic processes. Moreover, whilst some authors discuss the operationalisation of this pedagogic discourse; examining who should take responsibility for supporting learners to develop these skills and processes, few question the discourse itself. 

Thus the discourses that are used to convey skills focussed and learner focussed literacy practices in higher education are disembedded from their field of production and recontextualised (Bernstein, 2000) for the educational setting. This recontextualisation serves to create an ‘imaginary discourse’ (Bernstein, 2000: 33) of heuristic devices, generalisations and hypothetical examples, produced and tolerated for consumption only in the pedagogical setting.  That this discourse, and the actors that produce and use it, has a lower intellectual status than disciplinary discourses is only part of the problem; more worryingly, the discursive gap created between the imaginary discourse of study support and the real discourses of disciplines would appear to remain unchallenged across the sector despite the fact that there are those who have questioned the assumption that a set of skills or learner focussed support mechanisms are ‘ipso facto, a good thing’ and have been unable to find any work that discussed the extent to which such structures have successfully achieved their outcomes (Brew & Pesata, 2004).
In fact, much of the literature on skills and learner focussed study support critiques the role of staff without acknowledging or challenging the gap between discourses that  exist in the ‘real world’ of disciplinary knowledge and those that inhabit the  instructional world of study support.
In this way, skills and learner focussed support is described as being vested either in study support staff (Chanock, 2007; Jacklin and Robinson, 2007; Brasely, 2008) or in academic staff (Fazey and Fazey, 2001; Haggis & Pouget, 2002; Peelo, 2002) but rarely described as a joint socially constructed endeavour, open to challenge or critique.  As a result, many arguments focus on who is best placed to support students rather than how study support might be usefully theorised and study support appears to have developed an imaginary discourse that presupposes that generic skills can inform the ‘real world’ of disciplinary specific discourse. 
Conversely, one of the primary assumptions of an academic literacies approach is that in order to understand writing practices, and therefore the forms of support that enable the development of these practices, institutions must relinquish some of the power and authority that dictates student writing. In this way, all forms of writing practice can be reviewed, and understood, in terms of their intended meaning in order to enable genuinely useful pedagogic discourses. 
If we accept that the recontextualising process not only appropriates the what of pedagogic discourse but also, inevitably, the how of pedagogic discourse we are committed to an acceptance that “systems of support for learning are as important as the delivery of subjects and courses” (Hirst et al, 2004:67). This realisation might suggest the adoption of an academic literacies approach to course design indicating a holistic, rather than fragmented, view of study support whereby each learner’s engagement with a wide range of texts is central to course design reducing the potential for the development of discursive gaps (Lea, 2004). However, it must also be acknowledged that those who generate, create and control disciplinary discourses may have little incentive to reduce discursive gaps between their own discipline and the instructional world of study support. Nevertheless, if the purpose of study support is to aid learning, then it must be acknowledged that imaginary discourses and discursive gaps can serve to create gaps between teaching and learning; between those that can access disciplinary discourse and those who cannot.
The micro-politics of curricular justice 

Bernstein suggests that pedagogic communication can only be democratic and socially just if all members of an educational community feel equally able to invest in the mission of the establishment and feel actualised by the practices embodied by this mission. If these conditions are to be met, three interrelated rights must be institutionalised in educational practices: enhancement, inclusion and participation (Bernstein, 2000).  These rights involve the social, intellectual and personal inclusion of all members of the educational community indicating a right to be autonomous; that is, the right to have a separate identity. In addition, the right to participation implies wholesale engagement with the construction, maintenance and adaptation of educational procedures in terms of pedagogic communication (2000:6-7). When considering the development of academic discourse, these rights are espoused by many higher education institutions but are, arguably, least evident in study support processes. Indeed, as discussed here, many forms of study support exclude members of the academic community, take little account of learner identity and preclude co-construction of pedagogic discourse with the generic nature of skills based study services encouraging students to “see study skills as an end in themselves,” (Haggis & Pouget, 2002:53) resulting in  situations whereby “when studying for an examination students are often more concerned with learning ideas and concepts separately from each book, or source, rather than integrating and organising the learning material in a coherent way” (Boscolo et al, 2007: 434).

To add a further complication, it has been argued that, in general, university policies governing quality of study support had little to do with departmental practice (Brown & Esson, 1999).  In fact, a desire to increase inclusion, enhancement and participation in higher education via study support mechanisms has routinely failed in practice due to assumptions around homogeneity of experiences and expectations (Jackson, 2005:51), and , more worryingly, via “skills approaches to the enhancement of learning, provided by  support services, which is based on a deficiency model”  (Wingate, 2007:391). That these points are raised by Jackson, in relation to postgraduate students in the South African context, and Wingate, in relation to undergraduate students in the U.K. context, suggests the need for a wholesale review of practice in order to examine the degree of genuine participation in discourse acquisition and development.
However, removal of the discursive gap that exists between the heuristic discourses of study support and more powerful disciplinary specific discourses involves more than a shift from centralised support services to tutor led deficit systems located within disciplines. A skills approach to the enhancement of learning provided by academic staff holds similarly exclusionary assumptions to any approach based on the acquisition of a discrete set of skills. Such an approach must necessarily distinguish between those that have the skills, and those who do not, resulting in systems designed to impart these skills to a group of students perceived to be skill deficient. Whilst such systems might be designed around a notion of ‘enhancement’ they, by their nature, marginalise certain learners and offer little opportunity for co-construction of pedagogic communication. 
In response, much of the learner focussed literature around study support contests that institutions need to develop: holistic concepts of student support (Tait, 2000, Drew 2001; Jacklin & Robinson, 2007) increased understanding of student characteristics (Tait, 2000; Drew ,2001 ) increased, student-led understanding of the specific demands of courses or programmes (Tait 2000) and increased understanding of the centrality of metacognition to student support (Fazey & Fazey, 2001; Gamache, 2002) with Gamache asserting that “If learners are to develop useful, personal approaches to learning, they must work ‘backward’ from their current techniques to see what epistemological and ontological assumptions are informing these practices” (2002: 286). What is difficult to discern, in many of these studies, is the degree to which the authors embrace a model of student potential over student deficit. Indeed, the literature demonstrates a scarcity of studies focussing on student identity, autonomy and genuine inclusion presenting widespread acceptance that academic staff understand student characteristics and the metacognitive strategies employed by students, serving to increase classification between tutors and students. 

This assumption results in authors, such as Peelo, arguing that tutors should take control of study support as learning services staff “often struggle to leave behind assumptions of a mechanistic approach to specific academic tasks, which can encourage limited solutions” (Peelo, 2002:162) and that “educational problems in an era of mass higher education cannot be resolved by employing more and more learning support workers to provide individual support” (Peelo, 2002:170). This approach fails to recongnise the equally limited nature of the depth of understanding held by some academic staff in relation to student identity and discourse development.
Thus, whilst it can be argued that “high-quality teaching, that focuses on developing student autonomy in learning, will offer opportunities for the development of all individuals, including those who might be at risk” (Drew, 2001:359) we must also recognise that “lecturers often assume student needs to be identical” (2001:314). In this, albeit learner focussed, paradigm, the focus is clearly on student deficit and tutor estimates of student deficit are too generic to be of use resulting in the creation of a pedagogic discourse that impedes inclusion and participation.
In contrast, an academic literacies approach, as a framework for curricular and instructional design in higher education, concentrates on the need to “foreground the variety and specificity of institutional practices, and students’ struggles to make sense of these” (Lea and Street, 2006:376).  A corollary of Lea and Street’s argument is that universities must develop an increased understanding of student-institution interaction (Ozga &  Sukhnandan 1998, Smith et al 2004; Jacklin & Robinson, 2007) and, arguably, an increased awareness of where the institution, or course, itself creates barriers to learning (Durkin & Main, 2002; Haggis, 2006).  To apply these principles to study support mechanisms, an academic literacies approach must do more than privilege student voice, as argued for in learner focussed  approaches, rather, this construct requires a levelling of power across all members of the academic community. In this way, concepts of academic writing in a subject, or discipline, can be contested and negotiated by staff, and students, as equal partners in academic discourse. Of the three constructs discussed in this paper, this is the only conceptualisation of study support that seeks to achieve the enhancement, inclusion and participation principles discussed by Bernstein. However, the prevalence of skills and learner focussed approaches to study support in higher education, in the face of little evidence that they achieve their aims or effect any real impact on the retention of the student groups to whom they are targeted, would suggest that the desire for enhancement, inclusion and participation is articulated by governments and higher education institutions but rarely theorised or critiqued in practice. This is not to deny the considerable literature around the achievement of underrepresented groups in higher education, and the forms of social capital and personal agency that they exhibit, rather, this is a call for an analysis of the operationalisation of processes that seek to enhance, include and enable genuine participation in the academic discourses that inform higher education practice.
Pedagogic Identities.

A ‘pedagogic identity’ is produced in the relation between the learner and the socially constituted body of knowledge, and will reflect both the specialisation of that body of knowledge, and its relation to the broader social context (Bernstein, 2000).  By atomising and generalising pedagogic discourse study support activities, whether generated by academic or support staff, can serve to diminish the specialisation of particular bodies of knowledge and therefore ignore the broader social context of such disciplinary knowledge. As a result, many forms of support that are, ostensibly, designed to develop academic literacy practices serve, by their very nature, to inhibit them. Consequently, a misleading ‘pedagogic identity’ is formed by the aforementioned discourse of heuristic devices, generalisations and hypothetical examples, produced in the name of study support. 
For instance, the fact that student voice should inform learner focussed support mechanisms does little to reduce the socially constructed forms of control that regulate and legitimise pedagogic communication. To further complicate matters, the underlying assumption that student voice should inform support mechanisms is certainly not universally held. Haggis & Pouget (2002) investigated the study experiences of a group of young students from families with no history of participation in higher education and concluded that: 

  “it could be suggested that initial lack of academic success experienced by these students was linked to an overall confusion about the nature and purposes of institutional learning, which resulted in a lack of confidence, and very limited strategies for managing the practical and intellectual work required (2002: 331).

It would seem, in this case, that tutors and study support staff felt able to estimate student need without engaging in any form of consultation with students other than end of year evaluations. 
In response, the academic literacies approach assumes study support to be central to the teaching and learning function; it assumes that we “cannot research learning without researching the human relationship within which it occurs and the social context within which it is appropriated and used”. (Hirst et al, 2004: 75). If study support, and the acquisition of appropriate disciplinary discourse, is central to learning in higher education, a disconnect between what is taught, and what is learnt, is created when support mechanisms recontextualise the language of a discipline, from its pedagogic and social context, in order to develop a discrete set of transferrable academic skills. Moving beyond notions that disciplinary differences in the construction of knowledge means that the support of subject tutors, rather than that of external ‘learning experts’ is needed (Wingate, 2007: 395) we need approaches that  advocate the “systematic academic orientation of students, within disciplines, in ways that recognise the distinctive features of ‘pedagogical communities’ and discipline cultures” (D’Andrea & Gosling, 2005: 192).  Nevertheless, it would be naive not to recognise that “the understanding that language is not a neutral instrument for conveying discipline content, but actively constructs and positions knowledge in certain ways is very difficult for some lecturers to grasp” (Bharuthram & McKenna (2006:497). Most lecturers are hired for their content knowledge and may never have reflected on the philosophical and ideological basis of the discourse of their discipline and “are often unaware of the extent to which academic literacy is specific to the academy and that it comprises fairly significant differences across disciplines” (2006:497).

The assumption inherent in this argument is that whilst lecturers might, in theory, be best placed to support the development of academic literacy practices for students, many do not have the requisite knowledge, or inclination, to do so. 

In this context, it is, perhaps, of some concern that Harland and Staniforth (2008:669) contend that the organisation and work of academic development in higher education is fragmented and that there is a “recognised tension between an institutionally focused service model that could be everything to everyone and one that could be distinguished as more conventionally ‘academic’ with theoretical knowledge as the basis for practice.” (2008:671).
In terms of pedagogic identity, that is the relation between the learner and the socially constructed body of knowledge to which they require access, an institutionally focused service model can only serve to heighten pedagogical identity tensions in higher education for those learners least able to access the academic rubric.
Conclusions 
This paper raises a number of areas for further consideration. Firstly, the extent to which we theorise study support in higher education is insufficient. Indeed, whilst there are a number of authors addressing this area of higher education, very few articulate the theoretical basis of their thinking or make clear their working assumptions. Interestingly, when authors do articulate a particular epistemological frame, for example those aligned to an academic literacies approach, they address issues relating to pedagogic discourse, discursive gaps, classification and framing. 
In doing so, thinking around academic literacy retains a focus on inclusion, participation and access and, crucially, addresses the tensions that can exist as a result of the disconnect between disciplinary knowledge bases and ensuing pedagogic identities.
In addition, conceptualisations of study support that locate the ‘difficulty’ within the student result in the marginalisation of learners and the production of forms of pedagogic communication that are undemocratic and unjust. This judgment applies to skills focussed models of support and some learner focussed models of support which presents a somewhat bleak view of study support structures in general. Indeed, whilst there appears to be some movement towards an academic literacies approach to the development of pedagogic discourse, it would seem that historically defined structures and power differentials inhibit progress in this regard. However, if responsibility for the construction of meanings lies not only with the individual student and the tutor but, more importantly, “is located at institutional and social levels “(Burke & Hermerschmidt, 2005: 350) a university wide re-conceptualisation of pedagogic discourse could review how members of a university community understand study support, and, consequently encourage a more critical analysis of the role, and purpose, of pedagogic discourse. Without this, we will continue to inhabit a world in which a lack of debate around the definition, and purpose, of study support has served to increase tensions between tutors, support staff and students which ultimately could lead to a bifurcation of teaching and learning.
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