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ABSTRACT

In this editorial, the author reflects on the state of research on academic literacies
in Latin American higher education. To this end, the author presents a descrip-
tion of the context of higher education in Latin America and an analysis of
literature on academic literacies in the region through the lenses of three models:
the study skills model, the academic socialization model, and the critical sociocul-
tural model. Based on this analysis, the author argues that a critical sociocultural
perspective is emerging in Latin America, which considers academic literacies as
social practices embedded in systems of power. This transition to a critical socio-
cultural perspective is important and timely because it challenges deficit views of
students, and it addresses issues of power, identity, representation, and authority.
The author invites Latin American scholars to consider the implications of a criti-
cal sociocultural perspective on academic literacies and the possibilities it offers
for understanding how youth interact with literacy in a region where education
often reinforces deep inequalities.

Keywords: Academic literacies; Latin America; higher education; critical socio-
cultural perspective; literacy.

RESUMEN

En esta editorial, la autora reflexiona sobre el estado de la investigacién en literaci-
dades académicas en la educacién superior latinoamericana. Con este fin, la autora
presenta una descripcidn del contexto de la educacién superior en América Latina,
y analiza la literatura sobre literacidades académicas en la region bajo los lentes
de tres modelos: el modelo de habilidades de estudio, el modelo de socializacién
académica y el modelo sociocultural critico. Con base en este analisis, la autora
determina la aparicién de una perspectiva critica en América Latina, que considera
las literacidades académicas como préicticas sociales insertas en sistemas de poder.
Este viraje hacia una perspectiva sociocultural critica es importante y oportuno,
porque cuestiona las opiniones deficitarias de los estudiantes, e incluye aspectos
de poder, identidad, representacion y autoridad. La autora invita a los académicos
latinoamericanos a considerar las implicaciones de una perspectiva sociocultural
critica hacia las literacidades académicas y las posibilidades que ofrece para en-
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tender cdmo interactian los jovenes con la literacidad en una regién donde las
mis de las veces la educacion refuerza profundas desigualdades.

Palabras claves: literacidades académicas; América Latina; educacién superior;
perspectiva sociocultural critica; literacidad.

Résumé

Dans cet éditorial, I'auteur réfléchit sur 'état de la recherche sur les littéracités
académiques dans I'enseignement supérieur en Amérique latine. Dans ce but,
'auteur décrit ce contexte et analyse le cadre théorique a propos des littéraci-
tés académiques dans la région en s’appuyant sur trois modeles: le modele des
compétences d’étude, le modele de socialisation académique, et le modele socio-
culturel critique. D’apres cette analyse, I'auteur établit Iapparition d’une
approche critique en Amérique latine. Dans cette approche, les littéracités aca-
démiques sont définies comme des pratiques sociales insérées dans des systemes
de pouvoir. Ce tournant vers une approche socioculturelle critique est important
et opportun, car il met en question les jugements déficitaires des étudiants, en
incluant des questions de pouvoir, identité, représentation et autorité. L’auteur
invite les érudits latino-américains a considérer les enjeux d’une approche so-
cioculturelle critique dans les littéracités académiques et les outils qu’elle offre
visant & comprendre comment la jeunesse interagit avec la littéracité¢ dans une
région ot ’éducation renforce, la plupart des fois, des inégalités profondes.

Mots-clés : littéracités académiques ; Amérique latine ; études universitaires su-
périeures ; approche socioculturelle critique ; littéracité.
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Introduction

The study of academic reading and writing in Latin
America has boomed since the end of the 20™ cen-
tury, when several scholars started to investigate how
studentslearned to read and write in formal academic
settings. At the beginning, most of these approaches
treated reading and writing as cognitive skills,
and academic texts as communicative outcomes.
However, more recent approaches have incorpo-
rated the concept of academic literacies, which was
developed to study literacies in academic contexts
occurring mostly in higher education (Lea & Street,
2006). In contrast to traditional conceptions of read-
ing and writing, the academic literacies approach is
characterized by the recognition of multiple lit-
eracies, an insistence on the ideological character
of literacies, an emphasis on social practices over
texts, the recognition of difference, and a particu-
lar attention to the relationships of power, authority,
meaning making, and identity that are implicit in
the use of literacy practices within specific institu-
tional settings (Horner, 2013; Lea & Street, 2006).
This edition of Jkala constitutes a reflection on this
stage in literacy research as it includes articles about
academic literacies in relation to issues of authority,
representation, belief systems, rhetorical moves, and
social norms and practices.

Before presenting a brief contextual descrip-
tion of Latin American higher education and
the analysis of academic literacies in the region,
I will offer some preliminary observations about
the topic. First, the term academic literacies has
different translations in Spanish. The expression
literacidades académicas is a neologism that has
been incorporated into the literature to refer to
an ideological approach to literacy (Mora, 2012;
Trigos-Carrillo & Rogers, 2017). This expression
offers an alternative to traditional translations of
the word /literacy such as alfabetismo or alfabeti-
zacidn, which are semantically restrictive because,
on one side, alfabetismo refers to basic knowledge
about reading and writing, and on the other, the
two terms derive from the word alphabet, which

is associated with both the process of language
codification and the act of decoding words in rea-
ding and writing. The conceptualization implied
in these terms assumes that, once people have
sufficiently learned to read and write, they will
not need to develop other literacies for different
domains of life. I therefore prefer the use of /ie-
racidad académica in Spanish. In Portuguese, the
word alfabetizagio is used to refer to alphabe-
tization, while the neologism letramento refers
to literacy. Although the word letramento has
been more accepted than /literacidad in Spanish,

the uses and meanings of this neologism are still
under debate (Marinho, 2013).

Second, there are limited resources available
for accessing existing research in Spanish and
Portuguese. Databases in the field of educa-
tion such as JSTOR, SpringerLink, ProQuest
and Theses,

Complete, and Scopus mainly index articles writ-

Dissertations Academic Search
ten in English. In comparison, databases in the
field of education in Spanish are scarce. To cir-
cumvent these limitations, I used additional tools
and strategies to identify the relevant literature.
These included contacting some of the region’s
experts, scholars and associations that specialize in
academic literacies; refining the variety of search
terms in English and Spanish; using other data-
bases such as Redalyc, SciELO, and the English,
Spanish, and Portuguese versions of Google
Scholar; and expanding the range of available
online research examined to include such sources
as conference proceedings and reports from inter-
national organizations. The organizations and
entities whose work I consulted included the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD); the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO);thelInternational Institute for Higher
Education in Latin America and the Caribbean
(Instituto Internacional de Educacién Superior
para América Latinay el Caribe, or IESALC); the
United Nations Economic Commission for Latin

America and the Caribbean (ECLAC, Comisién
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Econdmica para América Latina y el Caribe or
CEPAL in Spanish); and relevant national educa-
tion ministries.

To broaden my searches in Spanish, I used the
following expressions: alfabetizacion académica,
lectura Y escritura, competencia oral Yy escrita, escri-
tura en universitarios, and literacidad académica
combined with the terms educacidn superior and/
or educacion postsemndﬂm’a o terciaria. 1 also
included a wider variety of word forms, such as
conjugated verbs and their infinitives Jee and leer
(to read) and escribe and escribir (to write). In
Portuguese, I looked for the expression letramento
académico. In English, the search terms were aca-
demic literacies, college reading and writing, and
college literacy combined with the terms higher
education and Latin America. 1 also conducted
searches by the names of authors, particularly
those recognized as experts in the field.

In this editorial, I will present a brief context of
higher education in Latin America followed by
an analysis of the research on academic literacies
through the lenses of three theoretical models:
the study skills model, the academic socialization
model, and the critical sociocultural model (Lea
& Street, 2006). Finally, I will offer some insights
on a critical sociocultural approach to academic
literacies and some implications for the Latin
American context. Ultimately, I argue that more
research is needed in the field of literacy studies
that involves the conception of literacy as a social
practice in the region.

The Context of Higher Education in Latin
America

Higher education faces several challenges in Latin
America, such as access inequality, low enrollment
rates, a mismatch between specialties offered and
the needs of the labor market, and low gradua-
tion rates (Dudziak, 2007; Holm-Nielsen, Thorn,
Brunner & Baldn, 2005). Due to inequalities in
access to education, many students do not receive
sufficient preparation in academic literacies to

succeed in higher education (Holm-Nielsen, et
al., 2005). Furthermore, universities often repro-
duce access inequalities by favoring students who
have had the privilege of attending private schools.

Latin America is a region that includes the coun-
tries located in Central and South America as well
as Mexico (in North America) and the Caribbean.
The countries of this region are usually grouped
together because they share a similar history and
culture, even though its population is multilingual,
multiethnic and pluricultural (CEPAL, 2000). In
this text, when referring to Latin America I include
Brazil and the Spanish speaking countries, but I
exclude the Caribbean.

The standard language of the region is Spanish
with the exception of Brazil, whose standard lan-
guage is Portuguese. Formal education is broadly
instructed in the standard languages; although,
according to the Archive of Indigenous Languages of
Latin America (AILLA), there are over 56 language
families and over 73 language isolates currently spo-
ken in the region (AILLA, 2014). For example, in
Colombia nearly 65 languages are active; in Peru, 60
languages; in Mexico, 50; and in Bolivia, 30. Some
countries of the region such as Bolivia, Guatemala,
Peru and Ecuador have an indigenous popula-
tion of more than 30% (Lee, 2010). There are also
important Afro-descendant populations in several
countries, especially in Brazil.

In 2013, the youth population (people from 15
to 24 years old) was more than 108 million in
Latin America (CEPAL, 2014), the majority of
whom lived in urban areas. Latin American young
people face deep socioeconomic and political prob-
lems. One of the main problems is inequality. For
instance, there is “a small proportion of youth
emerging as highly educated knowledge work-
ers with considerable expendable income, and a
large proportion of working-class and poor youth
relegated to low-paying, informal work or jobless-
ness” (Cunningham, McGinnis, Garcia, Verdy, &
Dorte, 2008, p. 8). Youth employment statistics
are alarming: one in four young people in Latin

MepeLLin, CoLomia, VoL. 24, Issue 1 (JanuarY-ArriL, 2019), pp. 13-26, ISSN 0123-3432

www.udea.edu.co/ikala


ikala1
Resaltado

ikala1
Resaltado


thala

A CriTicAL SociocULTURAL PERSPECTIVE ON ACADEMIC LITERACIES IN LATIN AMERICA

America are jobless, and six out of 10 employed
youth have an informal job.

Regardingeducation, of the total youth population,
nearly 35 % only studies, 33 % only works, nearly 12 %
works and studies at the same time, and one out of
five young people neither studies nor works. In addi-
tion, there are gender inequalities: According to the
United Nations International Labour Organization
(Organizacién Internacional del Trabajo or OIT
in Spanish), among 15- to 24-year-olds, 20 % of
the women is in charge of domestic house work,
while only 2% of male youth do this kind of work
(OIT, 2013). While women are a majority in lit-
eracy programs and centers, men predominate “in
higher educational levels, vocational and profes-
sional training programs, ICT-related training and
utilization, and non-formal educational opportuni-
ties that go beyond simple tasks and the domestic
world” (Torres, 2009, p. 7).

After 1960, Latin America experienced one impor-
tant shift in youth literacy with the beginning of
popular education and non-formal education based
on Paulo Freire’s work. Most of the programs during
this time were aimed at eradicating illiteracy in the
sense of basic reading and writing skills. Nowadays,
the region has youth basic literacy rates higher than
90% (UNESCO, 2012). Still, what we know about
Latin American basic literacy rates varies signifi-
cantly from one country to another, and “official
rates are based on highly variable data, including self-
report, other report, and the completion of a short
literacy task” (Bartlett, Lépez, Mein, & Valdiviezo,
2011, p. 177). According to UNESCO (2012),
basic literacy inequalities persist throughout the
region. Haiti, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras,
El Salvador, and the Dominican Republic main-
tain unusually high percentages of people deemed
illiterate. Furthermore, they do not include literacy
rates in non-dominant languages, and “statistical
data confirm that indigenous youth, in particular,
are affected by illiteracy, poverty, and social exclu-
sion” (Bartlett, et al,, 2011, p. 177).

Misconceptions about literacy have led to neglect-
ing both adult and youth literacies within national
and international agendas, particularly in devel-
oping countries (Torres, 2006). In the late 1980
the World Bank recommended not investing in
adult literacy based on the idea that adult literacy
in developing countries was unviable due to scarce
resources, the need to prioritize children’s education
and primary school, and the low cost-effective-
ness of adult literacy programs (Torres, 2006).
Although the World Bank rectified this position
at the beginning of the 21* century, announcing a
goal of ensuring literacy for all in order to create lit-
erate families, communities and societies, currently,
basic literacy does not guarantee better income or
employment in Latin America. Advanced literacy
and other skills are required in well-paid jobs, and
short-term programs are not sufficient to develop

those skills (Torres, 2006).

Although primary education is almost universal
in Latin America, enrollment in secondary edu-
cation is low and there are high dropout rates.
Furthermore, the consensus on public pre-K to 12
education in Latin America is that “although more
students are studying longer, the quality of that
education is insufficient” (Bartlett, et al.,, 2011,
p- 180). For example, in Colombia, the socioeco-
nomic distribution of public and private schools is
such that 95% of the students in the highest socio-
economic level study in private schools, while 85%
of the students in the lowest socioeconomic level
study in public schools (Ministerio de Educacién
Nacional [MEN], 2014). This fact has sociocul-
tural implications because private education is
considered a superior good (Sarmiento, 2010).

In contrast, at the higher education level, the situ-
ation in the region is slightly different. According
to Quacquarelli Symonds (QS), the highest-
ranked university in Latin America, Universidad
de Buenos Alires, is public, and from the list of the
twelve best universities in the region, most are pub-
lic institutions (QS World University Rankings,
2018). However, in spite of the high quality of
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some public universities, the region has lower
enrollment percentages compared to global trends.
In 2011, nearly 43 % of the population had access
to higher education in most Latin American coun-
tries, compared to 57% in Ireland and more than
80 % in the US., Finland, and Korea. The percent-
age range is heterogencous from country to country:
While enrollment rates were at more than 70 % in
Argentina, Cuba, and Venezuela, they were less than
30 % in Mexico, El Salvador, and Honduras (OIT,
2013). In addition, in 2005, only nearly 45 % of
those who accessed higher education finished
their studies. This means that the region had drop-
out rates of more than 50 %. Although the rates
were similar in public and private universities, they
affected mostly young people from low-income
families (Gonzalez, 2006).

Some of the main problems in higher education
are quality and equity in access. According to
Altbach, Reisberg, and Rumbley (2009), “geogra-
phy, unequal distribution of wealth and resources
all contribute to the disadvantage of certain pop-
ulation groups. Participation tends to be below
national average for populations living in remote
or rural areas and for indigenous groups” (p. vii).
For Torres (2009), issues of quality and equity
are “related—in this order of importance—to
(a) socioeconomic condition, (b) zone of res-
idence (urban-rural), (c) ethnic identity, and
(d) gender, as confirmed by numerous studies and
evaluations in the region” (p. 6).

Furthermore, most Latin American youth face
additional social problems. For example, after the
cessation of Sendero Luminoso, an insurgent gue-
rilla organization in Peru, the “main factors for the
involvement of youth in violence [were] the lack of
education, [and] unemployment” (Bartlett, et al,
2011, p. 188). In other countries affected by armed
conflicts, such as Colombia, a significant num-
ber of young people are militants in illegal armed
groups. In Colombia, between 8,000 and 14,000
youths worked for illegal groups in 2012 (Social
Watch, 2012). Young people in the region are also

victims of criminal violence or juvenile delinquency
and aggression (Briceio-Leén, 2007).

Although affirmative action policies have been
implemented in order to include young people from
minority populations and less privileged areas of soci-
ety in higher education, they are not enough. Policies
have used mechanisms such as economic support for
low-income students, special admission for minor-
ity groups, and special courses to address the needs
of specific populations. However, these initiatives
only cover a small amount of people, and they do
not include long-term support focused on equitable
results beyond basic accessibility (Chiroleu, 2009).
Some of the critiques of policy initiatives in the
region point at “their mainly rhetorical character;
actual practice continues to perpetuate grave social
inequalities and exclusion of historically under-
served populations” (Bartlett, etal., 2011, p. 193). As
such, academic literacy practices in higher education
are often strongly bound to the socio-political con-
texts where students live and the communities where
universities are embedded.

Academic Literacies in Latin America

I analyzed research literature on academic liter-
acies in Latin American higher education from
2000 to 2017, focusing on three models proposed
by Lea and Street (2006): (1) the study skills
model, (2) the academic socialization model, and
(3) the critical sociocultural model. These mod-
els are not mutually exclusive, but they served as
an analytical tool to look at the main trends in
research on academic literacies.

The Study Skills Model in Latin America

According to Lea and Street (2006), “the study
skills model is concerned with the use of writ-
ten language at the surface level, and concentrates
upon teaching students formal features of lan-
guage; for example, sentence structure, grammar,
and punctuation” (p. 369). This model is grounded
in the autonomous model of literacy, which con-
siders literacy as a set of stable, discrete, internally
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uniform, neutral cognitive skills (Horner, 2013;
Street, 1999). In higher education, the autonomous
model has been connected to the classic essay-text
approach that privileges the production of norma-
tive and canonical texts.

As Kalman and Street (2013) recognize, “in Latin
America an idea that has dominated the official
discourses for decades, if not more, is that read-
ing and writing are singular, neutral, and objective
skills that are learned through a progression of
ordered exercises and then transferable to any sit-
uation” (p. 1). Therefore, the study skills model
has pervaded all areas and levels of education,
including higher education. Most research studies
under this frame analyze particular experiences or
propose specific methodologies to address reading
and writing instruction in college as a set of fixable
skills students need to acquire to be academically
successful.

At the beginning of the 21* century, most research
focused on diagnosing what university students
and professors could not do from a deficit perspec-
tive, and there was an emphasis on the development
of communicative competence from a pragmatic
perspective (Carlino, 2013). These studies usually
aimed to diagnose students’ ability to comprehend
academic readings and write academic texts with
an emphasis on structure, grammar, and formal
aspects of language, in order to propose strategies
to improve these skills. They have usually rested on
the premises that written products made by col-
lege students have low quality, instructors do not
know how to improve these deficiencies, and there
is adivorce between written practice and the appro-
priation of scientific knowledge (Gonzélez & Vega,
2010). Scholars under this perspective assume a
need to identify the genres students consume in
formal educational settings, a cognitive approach
on learning and knowledge appropriation, and the
development of communicative competence.

From this perspective, writingis conceived asa cog-
nitive and communicative process (pre-writing,

writing, and post-writing) used to develop critical
thinking skills through interpretation and com-
position; and class is conceived as a space for the
development of metacognition (Goyes & Klein,
2012). There has also been an emphasis on argu-
mentation as a privileged genre across all contexts
in college academic practices. Scholars have noted
that some of the challenges students face when
composingargumentative texts include lack of crea-
tivity when constructing an argument, lack of evid-
ence when supporting a thesis, lack of organization
and planning, and deficiencies in paragraph con-
struction. As a result, they propose pedagogic
strategies from a psycholinguistic perspective (Goyes
& Klein, 2012).

Another area of analysis of academic reading and
writing in higher education is the production
of knowledge in undergraduate research. Even
though incipient, this line of research is a topic
worthy of analysis in countries where undergradu-
ate students are required to write a thesis. Narvaez
(2009) analyzed the literacy practices of under-
graduate novice researchers and observed the
challenges they face in Colombia.

Regarding assessment, the Second Regional
Comparative and Exploratory Study (SERCE)
sponsored by UNESCO published a compre-
hensive report titled Escritura: Un estudio de las
habilidades de los estudiantes de América Latina y
¢l Caribe. In this report, Atorresi (2010) proposed
that the assessment of writing artifacts should
contribute to the process of constructing the text
(coherence, cohesion, and adequacy) and guide
students to participate in their learning processes.
This long—term exercise aims to foster motivation,
auto-regulation, and auto-criticism as teachers rec-
ognize the specific learning stages of their students.

The study skills model in Latin America has been
centered on the development of writing skills and
communicative competences in college students
from the cognitive, psycholinguistic, and linguis-
tic perspectives. Research studies have focused
on the diagnosis of deficiencies in students and
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professors and the proposal of pedagogic strategies
for classroom instruction. From an autonomous
perspective of literacy, academic literacies are con-
sidered to be universal, independent, cognitive, and
communicative.

The Academic Socialization Model in Latin
America

In the last decade, there was a shift in the region
towards the academic socialization model, which
recognizes “that subject areas and disciplines use
different genres and discourses to construct knowl-
edge in particular ways” (Bazerman [1988] and
Berkenkotter & Huckin [1995] as cited in Lea &
Street, 2006, p.369). This modelincludes approaches
such as the genre approach, writing in the disciplines
(WID), and writing across the curriculum (WAC).

At the beginning of the 21* century there was
much debate about the inclusion of academic
literacies in the formal curriculum in higher edu-
cation. While some authors warned about the
risk of teaching reading and writing in college as a
remedial solution to repair the gaps of secondary
education (Marin, 2006; Murillo, 2010), another
group of scholars held that reading and writing
should be taught at college in the particular ways
that are expected for that academic level and for
cach particular discipline (Carlino, 2003; 2004).

The rationale behind supporting the teaching of
academic literacies in college from an academic
socialization point of view is that primary and
secondary school too often do not prepare stu-
dents for the literate culture of tertiary education
(Vizquez, 2007), and the disciplines have spe-
cific ways to address academic literacies (Carlino,
2005; Narvéez & Cadena, 2008; Pefia, 2008).

In 2004, a research team headed by Carlino devel-
oped a research plan that included the study of
assumptions and practices surrounding reading
and writing in different subject areas that included
interviews with university students and profes-
sors, surveys of professors in different disciplines,

and classroom observations (Carlino, 2013). These
scholars started a research tradition on learning to
read and write in the disciplines grounded in the
WAC and teaching writing in context methods.

Because of this movement, WAC perspectives
were increasingly used as the theoretical frame-
work for the study of academic writing, with an
emphasis on the pedagogical processes involved
in academic reading from psycho-cognitive and
discursive semiotics perspectives (Murillo, 2012).
Based on the premises of situated learning and
reading and writing as social practices, Carlino
proposed a shift to the process of academic accul-
turation, or academic socialization. The current
debate in the region is not whether reading and
writing should be taught at the university level,
but how and where they should be taught, and
who should oversee it (Carlino, 2013). Some still
defend a study skills model, while others insist on
the approach of teaching in context and across
the curriculum. Within the socialization model,
academic literacy is conceptualized as the teach-
ing process carried out (or not) to favor students’
access to the different written cultures of the dis-

ciplines (Carlino, 2013, p. 370).

As of 2018, most Latin American universities have
partially included academic literacies as part of the
formal curriculum. In the universities that offer
academic literacy courses at the beginning of their
undergraduate programs, they often assume dif-
ferent names but have similar objectives (Murillo,
2010). In these classes, some of the preferred
instructional strategies are project-based method-
ologies and seminars or workshops that include
writing protocols; argumentative writing also plays
an important role in developing writing skills for
the disciplines.

However, few universities have fully implemented
WAC or WID programs (Murillo, 2010; Narvéez
& Cadena, 2008) and others are in the process of
creating writing centers, professional development
initiatives, or teaching and learning centers (Ramos
& Nieto, 2012). To describe the writing programs
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in Latin America, a project entitled Iniciativas de
Lectura y Escritura en la Educacién Superior en
América Latina (ILEES) aimed to “map compre-
hensively the development of writing in higher
education in Latin America by researching its prac-
tice sites and research efforts” (ILEES, 2018). The
map describes several programs that include aca-
demic writing classes, writing centers, and teaching
and learning centers.

Another branch of research into the academic
socialization model is a socio-cognitive and discur-
sive approach to academic literacy. According to
Parodi (2010b), “empirical findings based on various
approaches have documented the importance of cor-
pus-based analysis as a way to advance and describe
in detail the variation across disciplines and across
genres” (p. 8). From a discourse and corpus linguis-
tics approach, these studies aim to describe discourse
genres used in university and professional settings
across disciplines. Under this perspective, grammar
is a central component in teaching and learning a
language, even though it does not guarantee the
development of expert communicative competence
in specialized disciplinary genres. There is there-
fore a need to design pedagogic materials based on
the empirical description of how language works in
specific academic and professional contexts (Parodi,
2010a). Other studies have also investigated pro-
fessors” reading and writing practices in disciplines
(Ramos & Nieto, 2012), the writing skills and prac-
tices of professors and students in higher education
(Gutiérrez & Flérez, 2011), and professional devel-
opment programs for university professors and
instructors (Narviez, Cadena & Calle, 2009). Most
authors used ethnographic research, participatory
action research, and case study design.

The academic socialization model has also been
used to study the comparison between the academic
literacy practices in secondary and tertiary educa-
tion. For instance, Ferndndez and Carlino (2010)
conducted a qualitative study on reading and writ-
ing practices in the transition from secondary to
higher education. They found that there was a sig-
nificant difference between the reading and writing

practices promoted in secondary school and those
used in college, concluding that universities must
find mechanisms to incorporate new knowledge
and skills. According to Guadalupe Lépez-Bonilla
(2013), a pedagogic basic skills approach still prevails
in secondary education in the region. Consequently,
there is a need to close the gap between school and
college, so that students who access higher education
have more opportunities to appropriate knowledge.

In conclusion, among academic socialization schol-
ars there is a theoretical agreement that academic
literacy practices are different among disciplinary
communities and between secondary and higher
education, with higher education demanding new
forms of communication that require more sophis-
ticated reading, writing and oral expression tasks
(Carrasco, Encinas, Castro, & Loépez, 2013). The
academic socialization model has shifted assump-
tions about academic literacy in Latin America
towards a disciplinary comprehension of literacy
practices and the formulation of pedagogic strat-
egies across a curriculum. In this context, research
studies have focused on the analysis and descrip-
tion of disciplinary genres, professors and students’
literacy practices in the disciplines, and the transi-
tion from secondary school to college. Scholars in
the socialization model share the perspective that
students need to be acculturated to the academic
culture in order to be academically successtul.

The Critical Sociocultural Model in Latin
America

The critical sociocultural model is based on the per-
spective of literacy as a social practice (Street, 2003)
that challenges deficit approaches and assumes that
literacy in academic contexts is more than individ-
ual and disciplinary activities. This perspective “is
concerned with meaning making, identity, power,
and authority, and foregrounds the institutional
nature of what counts as knowledge in any particu-
lar academic context” (Lea & Street, 2006, p. 369).
Scholars in this model consider literacy practices
in academic contexts to be situated in nuanced,
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complex and dynamic sociopolitical contexts medi-
ated by power relations.

In Latin America, research under this perspective is
emergent. Studies on academic literacies are becom-
ing more concerned with the ideological character
of literacy and the sociopolitical contexts around
such practices. The academic literacies model fosters
the use of anthropological and sociological research
methods to allow for comprehension of the complex
contexts in which literacy as a social practice is inter-
woven with other sociocultural phenomena (see
Marinho, 2010, 2013; Zavala, 2010; 2018).

According to Kalman and Street (2013), “there is
a growing research community of established and
new scholars located in Latin American univer-
sities and research institutions who interact with
colleagues from abroad and who together collec-
tively question this view [the autonomous model of
literacy]” (p. 1). In recent years in Brazil, a group of
scholars investigated academic literacy practices at
the university level from an ideological perspective.

For instance, Marildes Marinho (2013) analyzed
the admission of traditional peoples—indige-
nous and native peoples—to a Brazilian university
using the New Literacy Studies, social semiotics,
and French literacy studies frameworks. Marinho
analyzed the dominant literacy practices at the
university and the resistance of those who do not
speak the mainstream dialect. Marinho found that
Xacriabd indigenous people recognized how writ-
ing became part of their social organization and
the tensions they faced because of their oral tradi-
tion. In another article, Marinho (2010) analyzed
the written production conditions of students in an
undergraduate course. From a critical sociocultural
perspective, she concluded that

the commitment of the university with teachingand
learningacademicwritingrequiresresearch|[...Jabout
the foundations and strategies that allow us to rebuild
the principles and beliefs that have contributed to the
construction of students’ relation with academic lit-
eracy practices often considered ‘shy, ‘deficient’, ‘ina-

dequate; and ‘tense’ (p. 363).

In addition, “ethnographic studies of literacy suggest
that indigenous and immigrant youth often have to
contend with various forms of xenophobia and rac-
ism in their schools” (Bartlett, et al,, 2011, p. 197).

In another research line, academic literacy is con-
nected to ideology, identity, and social change. As
Harvey (2009) stated, “studying academic liter-
acy in all its complexity requires us to accept that
we face a social practice in which disciplinary ide-
ologies, thinking frames, and language varieties
converge” (p. 628). From a socio-critical approach,
scholars have studied academic literacy in sec-
ondary education from the students’ perspectives
(L6pez-Bonilla, Tinajero, & Pérez, 2006), teach-
ers identities (Lopez-Bonilla, 2006), and curricular
reform (Tinajero, Lopez-Bonilla, & Pérez, 2007).

This scenario imposes challenges on institu-
tions of higher education. They not only need to
improve college admission opportunities, but also
equitable access to academic literacies without
detriment to the students’ cultural identities. The
work on critical literacy led by Latin American
scholars Walkyria Monte Mér and Lynn Mario
Menezes de Souza has laid the groundwork for
diverse epistemological endeavors in the region
(Trigos-Carrillo & Rogers, 2017). In particular,
the critical sociocultural model offers a frame-
work for studying the sociopolitical contexts in
which academic literacy practices occur, the possi-
bility to value other forms of literacy, the potential
to question and resist dominant literacies and
ideals about what it means to be academically
successful, and the discussion of issues of access
in terms of the social identities people develop
when they are part of a university community. In
this respect, much research remains to be done in
Latin American higher education.

Towards a Critical Sociocultural
Perspective on Academic Literacies

Scholars who embrace the socialization model in
Latin America have challenged the autonomous
perspective of literacy by considering the different
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forms in which literacy practices and genres change
across disciplines. The concept of literacy as a social
practice has been adopted to understand profes-
sional and academic disciplinary contexts. As a
result, universities in Latin America have created
programs to support WAC, writing centers, and
courses aligned with the principles of the socializa-
tion model.

This model has been useful for changing tradi-
tional practices in academic literacies in higher
education, and the work scholars do under this
perspective is important and should continue.
However, I would like to invite scholars interested in
the sociopolitical and ideological dimensions of edu-
cation to consider a critical sociocultural perspective
to academic literacies. One of the shortcomings of
the academic socialization model is that dominant
discourses in academia remain unquestioned and
uncontested (Gee, 2007). The assumption per-
severes that students need to be socialized and
acculturated into academic genres without con-
sideration or value of the local literacy practices
that students carry out in their communities and
other settings outside of school. An alternative
perspective should consider broader sociopoliti-
cal contexts in which academic literacy practices
take place, and the challenges and opportunities
students face outside the classroom, or a broader
understanding of the concept of literacy as a social
practice (Street, 2003).

This framework offers unique opportunities to
challenge dominant and naturalized discourses
and practices (Barton, 2013). Particularly in Latin
America, in-depth, situated case studies have pro-
vided a rich understanding of the ways social
institutions address issues of power, domination,
race, and social class through literacy practices. In
our complex regional context, studies that consider
social, political, and institutional dimensions of
learning are needed.

Some horizons for future research include com-
parative analysis across different countries and
sociopolitical contexts in Latin America (i..,

the distinction between urban and rural educa-
tion); studies in Latin American countries that
have not been the focus of attention so far; work
with minority groups in higher education; research
studies that include the analysis of issues of power,
race, and social class in academic literacy practices;
the consideration of broader global socioeconomic
dynamics as well as a deeper understanding of local
literacies; and more studies in new media literacy
and the use of new technologies in higher educa-
tion from a critical perspective. We also need to
strengthen the relationship among the region’s
higher education scholars and institutions in order
to establish a stronger presence in the global con-
text of literacy research.

Finally, this call to assume a critical sociocultural
perspective on academic literacies in Latin America
intends to broaden the current state of research
and complement other research efforts. After more
than 40 years of Freire’s project in critical pedagogy,
it is worrisome that issues of power lie outside the
scope of most research in academic literacies in
higher education.

In a region with deep sociopolitical problems, lit-
eracy research needs to acknowledge the role of
power, domination, and value in issues of access
and identity construction. When students from
diverse linguistic, cultural, ethnic, and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds access higher education, they
bring social resources and identities that university
communities should not ignore. In a scenario where
education no longer guarantees better social and
economic opportunities, scholars have to rethink
their comprehension of how youth engage with
multiple literacies in and out of academic contexts
in order to generate culturally sustaining pedago-
gies (Paris, 2012).
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