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Aims of my talk

• Re-thinking pre-sessional English: academic reading circles

• Understanding how the preparation of visuals contributed to building 
knowledge of theory + practice

• Considering slides from two reading circles: 
1. week 2: Intercultural groupwork

2. week 3: Sponge City (a way for cities to absorb excess rainwater through green spaces)

• Using semantic gravity (Legitimation Code Theory, LCT) to analyse the 
slides



Needs analysis: talking to lecturers

“When students read academic texts, they don’t see the theory and 
how it’s being applied in context. They struggle to think about applying 
the theory to a different context.” 

                                                                                             Business lecturer

“Some students remain silent in tutorials and would benefit from more 
confidence/willingness to interact with their peers and lecturer.”  

                                                                Actuarial Science lecturer



Academic Reading Circles for building 
knowledge about theory

“the use of reading to build knowledge of and about theory, therefore, 
acquiring the threshold concept of ‘theory knowledgeability’” (Cowley-
Haselden 2020a) 

“EAP pedagogy could benefit from a greater focus on reading. Not just 
reading as an aid to writing, but, the use of reading as social practice to 
build knowledge.” (Cowley-Haselden 2020b) 



Academic Reading Circles

Tyson, 2016, p.16 



ARCs in our PSE

Task Rationale: 
• to develop and practise strategies for reading 

academic texts
• to explore the link between theory and practice                          
• to use oral interaction to think critically
• to practise finding connections within a text and 

between the text and outside of it

How does the role of the visualiser contribute to the discussion?

Academic Reading Circle (ARC) Roles 

1. discussion leader: Create 3 discussion questions to help 

the group understand the text. Create 3 discussion 

questions to help the group discuss how theory relates to 

practice 

2. Connector: Consider ways that points in this text connect 

to information from other texts, familiar events + personal 

experiences.

3. Visualiser: create or source visuals of two different types 

that help to understand theory/practice in the text. 

4.   Highlighter: identify 5 key noun phrases. Identify language 
which indicates writer stance.

5.   Contextualiser: identify 3 contextual references used by 

the writer in the text (which are not explained in the text), 

research them and be prepared to explain them.

                                                                                                                             adapted from Seburn, 2016



ARCs in our PSE

Chan, F. K. S., Griffiths, J. A., Higgitt, D., Xu, S., Zhu, F., Tang, Y. T., ... & Thorne, C. R. (2018). “Sponge City” in China—a breakthrough of planning 
and flood risk management in the urban context. Land use policy, 76, 772-778.

Week 1 Gender + covid

Week 2 International groupwork in 
higher education

Week 3 Sponge City

Week 4 Zero Waste



How do these texts/images support knowledge building about theory – practice?
(Do we need to intervene in this?)



Legitimation Code Theory (LCT): 
Semantic Gravity

SG-

SG+

Macnaught et al., 2013



Translation device

Maton, K. 2013

SG-

SG+

Abstraction

Generalisation

Judgement

Interpretation

Summarising description

Reproductive description

SG-

SG+

Theory/
concepts

Student is analysing a theory

Student identifies related concepts/theories

Student is describing a theory

Student is connecting the theory to a context 
Student finds a new context for the theory
Student finds a connection with a previous article

Student restates the operationalisation of the text and 
comments/attempts to distil meaning

Student is mapping the whole article

context Student is analysing a context

Student is describing a context 

Student is repeating the text detail on a slide



SG-

SG+

Coded content visual text

Theory/
concepts

Student is analysing a theory Representing the theory in diagram form (may be from the 
article) AND attempting to distil key ideas

attempting to  distil key ideas/commenting critically
Questions that lead the group to think critically 
around the theory

Student identifies related 
concepts/theories

Identifying other sources and describing related concepts

Student is describing a theory Representing the theory in a diagram form (may be from 
the article) 
using coloured lines to map structure of article, circling the 
parts where theory is discussed

Highlighting the theory in the original text
Writing the name of the theory 

Student explores the theory in context
/finds a new context for the theory /finds 
a connection with a previous article

Find images and uses own words Questions that lead the group to think critically 
around the theory and think critically about the 
limitations for practice

Student restates the theory in context 
and comments/attempts to distil 
meaning

Breaks the concept down (as article) and distils key ideas

Student is mapping the whole article Mapping the whole article with no emphasis on any part

context Student is analysing a context Provides information about another context
Blocks of highlighted text accompanied by own notes 

Questions that ask about data from this context
Questions that ask about another context

Student is describing a context Putting a graph/diagram from the article on a slide
Illustrative photos/images from google

Student is repeating the text detail on a 
slide

Blocks of highlighted text



Week 2

Poort, I., Jansen, E., & Hofman, A. (2019). Intercultural group work in higher education: Costs and benefits from an expectancy-value theory 
perspective. International Journal of Educational Research, 93, 218-231.

Student is analysing a theoryStudent is describing a theory 



Week 4
Student finds a new context for the conceptsStudent is attempting to distil key ideas

Chan, F. K. S., Griffiths, J. A., Higgitt, D., Xu, S., Zhu, F., Tang, Y. T., ... & Thorne, C. R. (2018). “Sponge City” in China—a breakthrough of planning and flood risk management 
in the urban context. Land use policy, 76, 772-778.





Summary and next steps

• The best slides are not the most visually attractive, but where the 
student has used the visuals/text to think around the academic article 
and the research it talks about.

• Slides are more likely to be SG- and SG+, not a combination. 

1. How do the slides support the discussion?

2. How does this differ in online discussions? 

3. How does the approach to slide preparation indicate the approach to 
discussion?

4. How can this way of working (students making text/image artefacts) 
help build knowledge outside of academic reading circles?
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Week 2

Student is analysing a context Student is describing a context

Poort, I., Jansen, E., & Hofman, A. (2019). Intercultural group work in higher education: Costs and benefits from an expectancy-value theory perspective. International Journal of 
Educational Research, 93, 218-231.



Week 2
Student is mapping the whole articleStudent is describing a theory 

Poort, I., Jansen, E., & Hofman, A. (2019). Intercultural group work in higher education: Costs and benefits from an expectancy-value theory perspective. International Journal 
of Educational Research, 93, 218-231.
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