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Abstract 
 

Acknowledged as a troublesome threshold concept for students and teachers alike in 

higher education (HE), academic reading persists as a significant yet under-investigated 

challenge. This paper introduces an exciting teaching innovation launched in 2017 at 

Keele University to meet that challenge: academic reading retreats. Adapting a writing 

retreat format, they deliver a range of strategies for reading journal articles and provide 

opportunities for private practice and shared reflections, which can facilitate deep learning 

about complex epistemological concepts. They open a dialogue within the academic 

community that helps students better understand the relationship between reading and 

enquiry, and helps academics better understand their students’ reading challenges. This 

case study provides a brief literature review and personal reflections about facilitating 

student reading, an introduction to our academic reading retreats and a preliminary 

evaluation of their potential. It concludes with a recommendation for extended time and 

space for academics and students to explore academic reading together, alongside an 

acknowledgement of the challenges that entails. 
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Background 
 

The trouble with reading 

The author’s experience as a lecturer and learning developer has highlighted the poor 

academic reading practices of many undergraduates and postgraduates alike. In 

particular, they report reading journal papers difficult, frustrating, perplexing or simply 
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‘boring’. This troubled relationship with the purpose and process of academic reading 

presents a significant barrier to learning at university that is reflected in pedagogical 

scholarship. Practical sources offer technical strategies to develop or remedy students’ 

skills (Cottrell, 2013; Wallace and Wray, 2016); theoretical scholarship focuses on the 

disciplinary context of academic literacies, ‘academic socialization’ (Lea and Street, 1998; 

Christie et al., 2014), or the underlying causes of the apparent deficit, drawing on concepts 

of social or cultural capital that point to HE’s capacity to share cultural capital (Hockings, 

2010; Morgan and Houghton, 2011; Hannon et al., 2017). However, practical and scholarly 

sources both attend primarily to writing, with the role of reading in academic thinking still 

largely subordinated to its written performance (McAlpine, 2012), and with reading cast as 

‘other literacy practices’ (Lea and Street, 2006, p.376). 

 

All sources concur, however, that we face students holding common misconceptions: 

Firstly, about the purpose of academic reading, why we do it, e.g.: ‘I’ve written my essay, I 

just need to find the references to back it up’. This captures a fundamental 

misunderstanding of purpose, where students use reading as a way to support 

preconceived ideas rather than understanding emerging from and through reading 

(Brewerton, 2014; McAlpine, 2016). Similarly, reports of academic papers being ‘boring’ 

indicate a common misunderstanding of the function of journal articles in the academic 

community to introduce new knowledge, and the application of historical experiences of 

reading (Papen and Theriault, 2017) that retain expectations of sequential unveiling of 

meaning: ‘Ta dah!’. Secondly, this epistemological misconception of purpose is often 

complemented by a lack of confidence in the process of academic reading itself: how we 

do it (Shon, 2012; Wallace and Wray, 2016). Students report reading the same pages 

repeatedly, or ‘getting lost’, and these learning troubles regarding handling and interpreting 

academic papers in particular are observed at undergraduate, postgraduate and doctoral 

levels. 

 

Equally, academics report teaching troubles with high aspirations for their students’ 

learning, but repeated disappointments with an apparent reluctance to read more broadly 

(Saltmarsh and Saltmarsh, 2008; Weller, 2010; Hallett, 2013). This concern is well 

founded, with reading essential for learning discipline-specific threshold concepts (Meyer 

and Land, 2003 and 2005; MacMillan, 2014), but also in itself an epistemological 

conceptual threshold (Wisker and Robinson, 2009) that learners in higher education 
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need to navigate, with critical reading and the function of journal papers having a cross-

disciplinary significance for academic enquiry. How to ‘get’ students to read remains a 

persistent conundrum, particularly where understanding is reached through the synthesis 

of combined reading in order to reach a position (McAlpine, 2016). Moreover, whilst the 

range of disciplines hold differing views of criticality (Moore, 2013), all seem to share a 

common concern about the quality of reading students are engaged in. Academic reading 

then, seems persistently troubling for academic staff and students alike. Both appear 

frustrated by a largely private and complex practice that seems hard to pin down, but with 

limited time and space in the curriculum to address deep seated, often tacit, 

misconceptions and misunderstandings. 

 

Many universities attempt to address academic skills through extra-curricular interventions 

and central support services that deliver remedies (Lea and Street, 1998; Wingate, 2006): 

symptoms of scant or uncritical reading diagnosed as a student’s lack that sits outside the 

discipline. Discipline outsiders, such as learning developers, librarians or other third-space 

professionals (Veles et al., 2018) are tasked with teaching, for the most part generic 

writing and, less frequently, reading skills through programme events or extracurricular 

workshops and tutorials. Both strategies, however, place responsibility for translating these 

generic concepts to specific disciplinary enquiry, with the student. Hallett (2013) argues 

that both skills-focused and learner-focused concepts of support are problematic precisely 

because they sit outside the discipline, and points to a third concept that views support in 

terms of the literacy practices of particular academic communities. This supports the view 

that academic ‘skills’ must be embedded within a discipline as part of a holistic and 

inclusive learning experience rather than an explicit intervention (Morgan and Houghton, 

2011; Hill and Tinker, 2013). However, these embedded approaches do not automatically 

engage with Hallett's third concept and may still take the form of a technical, 

uninterrogated delivery of skills, rather than underpinning a ‘connected curriculum’ (Fung, 

2017) focused on research and scholarship. Equally, a curriculum-embedded but 

assessment-driven approach does not automatically embrace the critical view of an 

academic communities’ practices advocated in Lea and Street’s (1998) widely supported 

academic literacies model. 

 

Having explored discipline-specific approaches to developing students’ academic reading 

practices in programmes and extra-curricular workshops, I remained frustrated both by the 
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lack of time required for the deep learning (Marton and Säljö, 1976) necessary to 

effectively explore the challenging concepts about the purpose of academic reading in 

enquiry, and journal papers in particular, alongside the technical process of handling 

papers. Even in longitudinal learning over several weeks, learning remained rushed and 

surface; lengthy embedded sessions remained persistently (mis)directed towards 

assessment, with learning strategic and contained. A new strategy, which supported 

deeper learning and allowed for disciplinary content but also engaged with cross-

disciplinary concepts of reading as scholarship, seemed increasingly desirable.  

 

Retreats: An emerging solution? 

Research on writing retreats suggests that when they are done communally, participants 

are able to successfully explore writing identities and develop their own writing practices 

(Kornhaber et al, 2016; Papen and Thériault, 2017). This chimes with the ‘hidden’ nature 

of reading, which echoes writing in that it is often a solitary and private activity, and 

suggests that communal exposure might act equally positively on reading practices and 

identities (McAlpine, 2012). Further, writing retreats are inherently purposeful yet diverse, 

offering a format that supports discipline-specific reading whilst focusing on the cross-

disciplinary aspects of academic reading. This suggests that retreats might make space for 

the deep thinking required to support navigation of conceptual threshold concepts about 

reading for enquiry (Marton and Säljö, 1976; Wisker and Robinson, 2009). They might also 

provide an ‘imaginative space’ (Grant and Knowles, 2010) to develop participants’ 

confidence and identity as academic readers. Finally, local writing retreats based on 

Murray and Newton’s model (2009) are egalitarian affairs, with PhD students, lecturers, 

teaching fellows and professors alike forming a community of practitioners (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991; Fung, 2017), submitting voluntarily to a facilitator’s control. I wanted to 

capture this aspect of writing retreats in the academic reading retreats to expose the 

ubiquity of the challenges, and pleasures, inherent in academic reading as enquiry. I 

imagined that including academics as readers-in-residence would demonstrate to students 

participating more ‘peripherally’ that even those at the centre of our academic community 

do not merely flick through a journal article to come to a considered and critical 

understanding.  

 

Consequently, inspired by writing retreats as a way to safeguard precious time and space, 

but with a structure that ensures discipline and focus (Murray and Newton, 2009), I 
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devised and delivered ten academic reading retreats to explore the purpose and process 

of reading academic journal articles for enquiry. They draw on writing retreats in three 

ways: firstly, they are organised into significant cycles of delivery, practice and discussion 

that incorporate private and public phases. Secondly, participants bring one or two journal 

articles to support their research or assessment, which facilitates disciplinary enquiry. 

Thirdly, academics and students participate as equals in the retreat, reading, discussing 

and reflecting together. However, academic reading retreats differ from writing retreats in 

that they are teaching and learning events in which concepts about enquiry and strategies 

to perform critical reading are delivered. Additionally, whilst students are learning how to 

read, academics are also learning how to teach reading. Finally, in the role of the facilitator 

I am also a teacher, coach and fellow member of the community 

 

 

Academic reading retreat outline 
 

Open academic reading retreats are full day events for up to fifteen students and two 

academics in venues that give a sense of retreating ‘for real’. All are invited to participate: 

UGs, PGTs and PGRs are targeted with emails that explicitly offer support for dissertations 

and literature reviews; academic staff are emailed with a professional development 

opportunity to support teaching practices. Both apply, outlining hopes and challenges. 

Ideally, academics and students come from different programmes, enhancing the 

interdisciplinary nature of the retreat but also protecting egalitarianism by reducing the 

sense of hierarchy. 

 

After a reflective task and introduction, the retreat follows three cycles of reading (see 

Figure 1). The first phase is an introduction to the process of enquiry using the metaphor 

of ‘the stage’. This is a role-play developed to represent the academic community and the 

function of journal papers in sharing and developing new disciplinary knowledge (Rhead, 

2016). It focuses on an article’s performance of new knowledge in its disciplinary theatre, 

whilst simultaneously engaging with discourse already playing out on its stage. It casts 

articles as persuasive pieces and its readers as an audience of actor-critics. Next, 

participants individually analyse their paper to locate its position in terms of previous 

knowledge, its claim, the premises of that claim and its methods. The group then 

reconvenes to share findings and thoughts. 
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The second phase focuses on scrolling and textmapping an article (Middlebrook, 1994) to 

identify its construction and to deliberately avoid sequential approaches to reading. 

Creating a scroll with their paper (see Figure 1) and unrolling it for inspection (Abegglen et 

al., 2019) enables readers to regard it as a whole, to discern the significance of the 

different sections in formulating and structuring an argument. Participants map their 

scrolled article individually, then reconvene to share findings and thoughts. 

 

The third phase turns its attention beyond the individual article, moving to a consideration 

of the references and evidence used to support the paper and the relevance of the paper 

for participants' own enquiry, including approaches to synthesising sources and 

developing a literature review. After another reading of their paper, the group reconvenes 

finally to share thoughts, reflect on the day’s learning and outline future actions.  

 

Alongside each silent reading phase I run a parallel clinic where participants can access 

differentiated support privately, outside the reading room: sometimes, guidance is needed 

to apply concepts; sometimes, extra challenges for anyone ready to develop a more 

sophisticated analysis. This has been particularly important where PGR students are 

participating alongside UGs. 
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Figure 1. Academic reading retreat programme. 
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Evaluation 

Observation and participant feedback gathering concurs: academic reading retreats are 

rich learning events that act on academic practice and identity. All our learning 

development events include an online post-event evaluation form, which collects 

responses anonymously at source. Participants whose responses are used in this text 

have been informed that anonymised quotations may be included. Questions include a 

simple rating scale for the helpfulness of the event in developing academic performance 

and an opportunity to tell us why, and how, it will impact on behaviours. Over the past two 

years we have received fifty two responses from ten retreats with an average score of 

4.94, where 5 is ‘Very useful’ and 1 is ‘Not at all’. 

 

Student feedback falls into three broad categories. Firstly, when commenting on the 

process of reading academic articles, they identify practical skills and technical strategies 

as very useful. Many report that they have learned to ‘break-down’ or ‘take apart’ papers, 

thus increasing their sense of confidence:  

 

It meant whilst reading the actual article I didn’t get lost in all the points being made 

and unable to piece everything together.  

 

This suggests that academic reading retreats can successfully deliver the technical skills 

of academic reading (Hallett, 2013).  

 

Secondly, student comments suggest that the retreats improve understanding of the 

purpose of academic reading in supporting enquiry generally, navigating the key 

conceptual threshold (Wisker and Robinson, 2009) of academic reading, and their 

research specifically. This indicates that the retreats may also have a deeper impact on 

their identity as scholars (Papen and Thériault, 2017) and facilitate criticality in regard to 

epistemology (Lea and Street, 2006):  

 

I now take more time with my academic reading. This time allows me to find more 

depth within the article rather than just providing myself with a surface level 

analysis. 
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Thirdly, there is evidence that the interdisciplinary and social nature of the event provides 

a sense of academic community and authenticity that also impacts on the students’ identity 

as academic participants, which supports models of social and collaborative learning (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991; Lea and Street, 2006; Fung, 2017):  

 

The sharing of a diverse range of ideas led to an increase in learning and a more 

fruitful grasp of the issues faced when it comes to academic reading. 

 

Academics report learning in terms of gaining a better understanding of the challenges 

students face, for example:  

 

 (I)t has made me reflect on assumptions that I might have made about what 

students know about how to actively read and what to actively read 

 

Secondly, they report a commitment to practice development:  

 

 I definitely need to incorporate reading processes more actively into my module 

design. 

 

This suggests that academic reading retreats can be a promising form of academic 

development, encouraging academic teaching staff to consider developing a connected 

curriculum (Fung, 2017) that moves away from the remedial towards embedded learning 

development (Wingate, 2006).  

 

Inevitably, there are also challenges raised in running academic reading retreats, chiefly 

concerning recruitment and logistics. A whole day is both difficult to arrange, in busy 

student and academic schedules, and to ‘sell’. It is also difficult to accommodate in an 

appropriate venue, with an increasing paucity of learning spaces in HE. The retreats 

require much preparation, administration and organisation, but by their very nature are 

limited in scope; they demand high levels of commitment from students, academics and 

facilitators; they therefore tend to engage those who are already engaged.  

 

 

Discussion 
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In terms of implications for teaching and learning design, two key themes emerge: the 

importance of ‘retreating’ with generous time and space and the significance of 

authenticity. The generosity of time and space afforded in a retreat (Murray and Newton, 

2009) enables deep learning and critical reflection on an individual basis: students can 

explore, retread and navigate the landscape of an article at their own pace and with 

personalised support. Equally, this generosity enables effective social learning to occur, 

where shared challenges, passions and cumulative discussion create a temporary 

community of academic practitioners that exposes shared anxieties and experiences, but 

also celebrates new understanding (Grant and Knowles, 2010). The authenticity of the 

participant’s enquiry is, I suspect, key to the academic reading retreats’ success: whilst the 

event is technically ‘extra’ curricular, it is driven by individual interests and research, with 

each participant bringing journal articles pertinent to current, authentic enquiry (Fung, 

2017). This lends support to Lea and Street’s (2006) argument that academic reading 

should not be separated as a generic skill but be seen as inextricably linked to disciplinary 

knowing. It may also explain the clear establishment of community observed on retreats, 

since professors and undergraduates alike are engaged in a genuine and common 

practice. This reflects Lave and Wenger’s (1991) model of legitimate peripheral practice in 

thinking about how newcomers can transition in experience and identity from the modelling 

offered by those at the centre of the community. 

 

In terms of benefits to a university’s academic community, reading retreats have a 

potential dual role as both academic development and learning development events. For 

readers-in-residence, the retreat can work on academics' teaching practices, focusing their 

attention on reading as disciplinary learning. For students, the retreat seems to act on their 

identity as enquirers, focusing their attention away from the strategic assignment passing 

and towards the pursuit of deeper understanding. However, there remain conundrums, 

most of which centre on scalability. How can we increase student numbers at reading 

retreats and maintain a supply of academic readers-in-residence? Additionally, with 

increasing numbers of programmes at Keele adopting the academic reading retreat model, 

how far does the loss of interdisciplinarity, authenticity and generosity of time impact on 

the benefits?  

 

This preliminary evaluation has led to a funded research project, currently being 

undertaken, which will explore the impact of academic reading retreats further. The case 
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study hopes to signal this developmental work to the learning development community and 

to contribute to discussions regarding reading as a fundamental yet under-valued 

academic practice, which impacts on academic analysis as significantly as writing, and 

which warrants closer inspection. Our research hopes to build on Lea and Street’s ‘other 

literacy practices’ (2006, p.376) with a focus on the broader and the diverse disciplinary 

social practices of reading, thereby expanding the academic literacies perspective (Lea 

and Street, 1998). 
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