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Research Literacy in 
Continuing Education 

(ReaLiCE) 

• Project Team: Thomas Pfeffer, Filiz Keser Aschenberger, Nicole 

Hynek, Lukas Zenk
• Project aim: to develop a holistic concept of academic literacy and to 

examine the need for support in the development of academic literacy from 

the perspective of students and teachers in the academic continuing 

education programs of four Austrian universities.  

• The project was funded by the Austrian Federal Ministry of Education, 

Science and Research between 2018 and 2020. 



Background

 What is “Literacy”?

 How many different types of literacies you can count? 
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Background

• Research Literacy: one of the core literacies that universities target 

• Academic continuing education: focuses on research literacy as 

students have to write Master thesis to complete their degrees

• Literacy , in general, requires procedural knowledge- the ability to do 

something- as opposed to declarative knowledge-knowing of 

something (Venezky, 1990)

• It is about skills and how to conduct research and produce academic 

research

• A large gap in research in the area of research literacy in academic 

continuing education and no framework  
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Research Aim

• to identify the concepts and area of competences related to 

research literacy in continuing education in order to substantiate 

and further develop the draft concept of research literacy in 

academic continuing education. 
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Methodology

• Systematic literature review

• A systematic literature review: reviews “a clearly formulated question that uses 

systematic and explicit methods to identify, select, and critically appraise relevant 

research and to collect and analyse data from the studies that are included in the 

review” (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009, p. 264). 

• roughly followed the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analyses) statement (Moher et al, 2009). 

• No quality appraisal as we aimed at examining the theoretical and conceptual 

aspects concerning “research literacy in continuing education”. 
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Methodology

• Steps in our systematic review 

according to PRISMA guideline
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7: Reporting the results from relevant publications 

6: Reviewing the publications and analysing the terms and 
characteristics

5: Selecting relevant studies (based on full text) 

4: Identifying inclusion crtieria

3: Identifying the databases

2: Identifying key words for search

1: Identifying the research questions that will guide the 
review



Research Questions

Our systematic review addressed the following questions:

• How is “research literacy” defined in the literature?

• What types of studies exist on research literacy that can be related to 

continuing/ higher education (and/or professional occupations)?

• Which sub-literacies, skills and competencies can be ascribed to 

research literacy?

• Which measurement tools exist in the literature to study research 

literacy? How is research literacy measured?

• Which theories and concepts are used to study research literacies?

• Which disciplines, fields and actors deal with questions of research 

literacy?
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Search Terms

List of search terms: 
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Level of education 

#1

continuing education 

adult education

postgraduate education 

further education 

non-formal education 

adult training, adult education

Level of education 

#1a

higher education 

university 

college 

Key Concepts #2 research literacy 

academic skill* 

academic literacy*ies

research skill* 

academic competence



Search Strategy 

Search Strategy and Results
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Database 

searched

Search 

terms

Filters 

applied

# of 

records 

retrieved

# of records 

included after 

abstract 

screening

# of records 

included in the 

full-text 

screening

Web of Science #1 and #2 2020-2015 319 19 3

Web of Science #1a and 2 2020-2015 538 92 69

Total studies 857 111 72



Selection Criteria

Inclusion criteria for the review
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Criterion type Inclusion criteria

Topic research literacy, academic literacy studies focused on continuing education, adult 

education, postgraduate education,  or higher education/university

NOT: study skills, learning skills, generic skills, lifelong learning, academic writing, 

information literacy, academic writing, academic reading, media literacy

Recency/dates 2015-2020

Age-range/sample continuing education/university students/new entrants/post graduate education,

Language English

Research base All empirical studies (theoretical, quantitative, qualitative, mixed, case,) 

Type of publication Peer-reviewed articles, book chapters, project reports, thesis, conference 

proceedings



Study Selection

 Process of study selection

127-6-2021

Title 
Screening

Abstract 
Screening

Full-text 
Screening

Data 
Extraction



Results 

Study Characteristics
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Country n
South Africa 20
Australia 13
UK 8
USA 5
Germany 4
New Zealand 3
Spain 3
Canada 2
Portugal 2
Other 12

Type of publication n

Peer-reviewed article 67

Commentary 1

Conference proceeding 2

Editorial 1

Study book 1

Total 72

Year n

2015 8

2016 12

2017 15

2018 20

2019 17

Total 72



Results 

Methodological Aspects of the Studies 
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Mixed methods 15

Qualitative 25

Quantitative 19

Review 8

Not clear/not available 5

Total 72

4%
5%

30%

7%

35%

2%

17%
Curriculum development

Document analysis

Interviews

Pre-post test

Questionnaire

Student data

Assessment Test



Results 

Sub-skills Ascribed to Research Literacy

Frequencies of sub-competencies mentioned in the publications
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Skills n

Writing 20

Information literacy 16

Reading 14

Visual literacy 9

Critical literacy/thinking/analysis 9

Numeracy 5

Digital/media / technology 5

Oral literacy /Academic Speaking 4

Total 82
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Theories Used to Study Research Literacy

• Two dominant frameworks are identified. 

• First one is the “New Literacy Studies” “Academic literacies” movement. Within this movement, Lea and Street (1998) 

are the most frequently cited authors, followed by Lillis and Scout (2007). 

• Second dominant framework is the “Discourses” model which originated from Bourdieu and Passeron’s “academic 

discourse”, “habitus” and “competence” discussion. Within this model Gee (1996) is the mostly cited author. 

• Other theoretical frameworks that were adopted in the studies are: 

• Van Dyk and Weideman (2004), Wingate (2015), the Research Skill Development (RSD) framework (Willison & 

O’Regan, 2018), theory of systemic functional linguistics (SFL) (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004), the information literacy 

integration model (Wang, 2011), self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986), Skehan’s (1998) socio-cognitive model of 

communicative competence. 

Results 



Results 

 Definitions
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Definitions in different categories Publication

Study skills approach
For the purposes of this article, “literacy” refers to a student’s ability to read English texts fluently and with comprehension, write English texts coherently, 

synthesise different information sources and offer a critical awareness of the information at a grade-appropriate level to ensure access to knowledge and 

success in education (UNESCO, 2011).

Millin, 2015, p. 107

Academic socialisation approach
The term “academic literacy/ies” in this paper follows Wingate’s definition: “the ability to communicate competently in an academic discourse community” 

(Wingate 2015, p. 6). It includes attention to the conventions and communicative purposes of Year 1 essays in particular disciplinary contexts; however, it did 

not focus on issues of identity and power relations as found in literature from the United Kingdom.

Wette, 2019, p. 36

Developing academic literacy involves harnessing both the linguistic tools and the conceptual tools that organize the social activity of academic life. In this 

sense, developing academic literacy can be understood as acculturating into the social language that enables legitimate participation in formal academic 

settings

Imbrenda, 2018, p. 319
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Theories Used to Study Research Literacy

Results 

Academic literacies approach
Although many definitions and interpretations of ‘academic literacy’ have been offered by theorists in the field, this study draws on Lea and Street’s (1998: 

160) view that “academic literacy in higher education points to reading and writing in the different disciplines where such reading and writing constitute the 

central process through which students learn new subjects and develop their knowledge

Scholtz, 2019, p. 107

The concept of academic literacy has a number of interpretations. However, this study uses the concept of academic literacies (plural) as outlined (Street in 

Baker, Clay & Fox 1996, p. 118): 

“Academic writing is not a single thing but an aggregation of literacy practices that make, and are made, by the epistemologies and practices (including the 

use of power) of specific disciplines and other institutional formations; that it mediates identity struggles; that it is largely transparent to instructors 

socialised in a discipline, assumed; that technical solutions such as study skills do not get at the problem” 

Hackmack, 2019, p. 1

The article draws on an understanding of academic literacy as a local practice situated in the social and institutional contexts in which it appears Clemensen & Holm, 2017, p. 34

To do so, the article develops an analytical framework by synthesizing and extending the concept of literacy practice based on insights from NLS, AcLits, and 

practice theory as proposed by the philosopher Theodore Schatzki (1996).

Kaufhold, 2017, p. 74

Other terms (research literacy, social-scientific research competence, educational research literacy)
‘Research literacy’ (RL) includes the acquisition of information access and retrieval skills, and more importantly it emphasises ‘‘the learning of discursive 

practices within the context of an academic discipline’’ (Simmons, 2005, p. 299).

Han & Schuurmans-Stekhoven, 2017, p. 31

The definition of social-scientific RC used in the present paper bears on an understanding of competency as “domain-specific cognitive dispositions that are 

required to successfully cope with certain situations or tasks, and that are acquired by learning processes” (Koeppen, Hartig, Klieme, & Leutner, 2008, p. 68). 

Accordingly, RC is defined as cognitive dispositions that are required to successfully cope with situations or tasks in empirical social-scientific research, and 

that are acquired in higher education learning processes. 

Gess, Geiger, & Ziegler, 2019, p. 738

Educational research literacy can be defined as the ability to purposefully access, comprehend, and reflect on scientific information, as well as to apply 

resulting conclusions to problems, is important for social participation. When making educational decisions, this ability is referred to as Educational Research 

Literacy (ERL; cf., Shank & Brown, 2007).

Groß Ophoff, Schladitz, & Wirtz, 2017, p. 39
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• Main findings: 

• the lack of research in continuing education. Our search did not yield any single study that 

focused on academic continuing education. 

• the lack comprehensive and holistic concept of academic literacy, not only for continuing 

education, but also for higher education. 

• Especially with the global trends and changes altering ways of production and research, it 

is important to provide an up to date definition of academic literacy and the right set of 

skills and competences. 

Conclusion
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Based on our research, a preliminary definition of “research literacy” was constructed to guide the 

study. Research literacy is based on the following main groups of skills:

• Searching skills: ability to search, assess, and select academic or vocational documents

• Reading skills: ability to read, comprehend, and extract information from academic or vocational 

documents

• Writing skills: ability to express information, arguments, and results in different formats, genres, 

levels of complexity

• Distributing skills: ability to present, share, and publish information in different contexts

• Collaborating skills: ability to collaborate and to co-create text and publications

Conclusion
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Thank you for attention

Questions and Comments?

Assist. Prof. Dr. Filiz Keser Aschenberger

Filiz.keser-aschenberger@donau-uni.ac.at
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