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Background: Universities enroll students from diverse backgrounds every year, with 300 million students expected
in higher education by 2025. However, with widening participation, increasing numbers of students enrolling in
higher health education and future health professions will be underprepared to meet demands of academic literacies,
i.e. ability to read, interpret and critically evaluate academic texts and communicating the understanding verbally or
in writing. The aim of this scoping review was to describe and explore methods and strategies to promote develop-

Results: Thirty-one relevant studies were included and analyzed according to scoping review guidelines. The

results showed four strategies: (1) integrating learning activities to develop academic literacies in the reqular curriculum,
(2) changing the course design with new methods for teaching and learning, (3) establish collaborations amongst academ-
ics and librarian faculty, and (4) adding courses or foundation year focusing on development of academic literacies. The
results are discussed in light of the United Nations Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development, Goal 4, Quality Education,

Conclusions: Aspects of widening participation and inclusion in higher education have been debated, and increas-
ing numbers of students from diverse backgrounds are expected to enter health studies in higher education. We
encourage integration of teaching and learning activities targeting parallel learning of course materials and develop-
ment of academic literacies, beyond study skills. Embracing epistemic complexity and diversity as well as choosing
strategic work with academic literacies may provide a starting point toward realizing sustainable development goals
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Introduction

Numerous students enter higher education with rela-
tively little or no experience of academic studies [1], and
previous education does not ensure that students are
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sufficiently equipped to meet requirements of academic
literacies [2]. Moreover, formal requirements may dif-
fer between higher education institutions. Higher edu-
cation entails adapting to new ways of understanding,
interpreting and organizing knowledge [3], in parallel
with effectively developing academic competence; there-
fore, assuming that students have the required academic
literacy skills for higher education is unwise [4]. Aca-
demic literacies are crucial for students as the ability
to read, interpret and critically evaluate texts forms the
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foundation of understanding academic texts, and in turn
communicating their understanding either in written or
spoken form [2]. The United Nations 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development was adopted by all member
states in 2015 with the explicit aim to strategically work
for peace and prosperity for people and the planet [5].
The agenda is stated in terms of 17 goals comprising a
global call to action. Sustainable development goal (SDG)
4 highlights inclusive and equitable quality education and
the promotion of life-long learning for all.

The term academic literacy or literacies can be
expanded and shaped by the context of the particular
discipline in which it is used [6], highlighting that mas-
tering academic writing in different genres, developing
skills in critical thinking and appraisal is fundamental to
all academic disciplines [7]. There are several definitions
of academic literacies, and Lum et al. [8] emphasize that
in health professionals programs, academic literacies in
a broader perspective are not strictly cognitive activities,
but also include interpretation and producing a variety of
academic texts within important social contexts of their
professional discipline. Included in definitions of aca-
demic literacies are the ability to write for different pur-
poses, target groups and occasions, as well as accessing,
interpreting and evaluating information, utilizing critical
thinking, which is reflected in performance and creation
of new texts and knowledge [9]. Critical thinking ability is
strongly associated with academic writing [7].

Lea and Street highlight three models of academic lit-
eracies [3, 10], namely study skills, academic socialization
and academic literacies. These models are not mutually
exclusive, nor do they replace each other, rather, they
broaden the scope, build on each other and can facilitate
a more comprehensive understanding of students’ writing
and literacies in higher education. The study skills model
focuses on the ‘doing’ associated with writing, often in
terms of grammar and spelling, the formal features of lan-
guage. Behavioristic principles have inspired the model
and learning is about transfer of knowledge. The second
model, academic socialization, builds on study skills and
also considers student acculturation into a new context.
The subject-based discourse and genres of writing are con-
sidered as students learn new ways of talking, writing and
thinking within the specific context [3]. The process is a
part of the socialization into academia, and learning dif-
ferent ways for knowledge construction in a new context
[3, 10]. This model aligns with constructivism and situated
learning theory. The critique for these two models is that
they may be simplistic and lead to more shallow under-
standing. The third model, academic literacies, takes study
skills and academic socialization into consideration, how-
ever, also adding meaning making, power dynamics and
identity, to the widen the scope. This model is influenced
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by social and critical linguistics and sociocultural learning
theory, involving epistemology and social processes among
people, institutions and social identities [3]. Both students
and teachers learn from each other through meaning mak-
ing and reflecting on identity in literary practices. Lea and
Street [10] further emphasize that higher education institu-
tions are sites of discourse and power.

Every year universities and higher education institu-
tions enroll new students from diverse backgrounds [11],
with 300 million students expected world wide in the year
2025 [12]. Within health professions, applications to study
medicine and nursing have increased during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Most likely, increasing numbers of health
students with aspirations for higher education will con-
tinue to enroll, and subsequently, they will meet expecta-
tions of using academic literacies to successfully complete
their studies. However, being able to beforehand prepare
for all expectations within higher education studies is dif-
ficult [13], and many students come underprepared for
the requirements of academic literacies, especially in light
of Lea and Street’s [3] academic literacies model encom-
passing epistemology and identity, rather than mere study
skills and academic socialization. Taken together, univer-
sities find themselves challenged to develop programs,
courses and curricula to meet students’ various needs of
support in relation to academic literacies. In health pro-
grams, international recruitment initiatives contribute to
universities enrolling students with diverse language and
linguistic backgrounds, some studying in their second or
third language.

An overview of strategies and methods used by higher
education institutions in health professions, to promote
development of academic literacies in enrolled students
warrants exploration and systematic compilation. There are
multiple studies of screening and retaining students [14—
16] or identifying students likely to succeed [17, 18]. How-
ever, in line with SDG 4 [5] and widening participation, this
scoping review aimed to describe and explore methods and
strategies to promote development of academic literacies
in higher education health programs, using the following
research questions:

1. What methods and strategies are used in higher
education to promote development of academic
literacies?

2. What is known about the effectiveness of utilized
methods and strategies?

3. How do university health students experience meth-
ods and strategies to promote development of aca-
demic literacies?
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Methods

This was a scoping review in accord with guidelines
stated by Arksey and O’Malley [19], and comprised the
five steps: identifying the research question, identifying
relevant studies, study selection, charting the data, and
collating, summarizing and reporting the results. The
scoping review format was selected to provide an over-
view and summarize research findings to potentially
guide design of future studies in the area. The reporting
of this study was guided by the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for
Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-Scr) checklist [20].

Identifying relevant studies

In June 2020, a systematic search was performed in five
databases: Education Source, and Education Resources
Information Center (ERIC) [education], Public/Publisher
MEDLINE (PubMed) and Cumulative Index to Nursing
and Allied Health (CINAHL) [medical/healthcare], and
Web of Science (cross-disciplinary). The search strategy
was broad to capture a variety of studies focusing on
aspects of academic literacies, up to June 21, 2020. The
search strategy is described in Table 1. Reports were lim-
ited to the English language.

Table 1 Search strategy
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Inclusion criteria were empirical, peer reviewed studies
regarding methods, strategies and programs to promote
academic literacies in university settings. Systematic
reviews, editorials, commentaries and non-empirical
studies were excluded, as were pre-university programs
and grey material, to include only academic primary
studies, see Table 2.

The reference lists of included studies were hand
searched to identify additional studies for the review.

Study selection

Pairs of authors independently screened titles, abstracts
and articles for study inclusion using Rayyan, a mobile,
web-based application for systematic reviews [21].
The first step comprised screening titles and abstracts
(n=3278) to identify relevant studies for full-text screen-
ing, each result was independently screened. Next step
comprised comparison and discussion to reach consen-
sus among pairs of authors and choosing studies for full-
text screening and assessment. A standardized template
was used for full-text screening comprising the research
questions, and space to describe study characteristics,
i.e. aim, design, sample characteristics, data collection,
data analysis, ethical considerations and intervention,
see Additional file 1. During full-text screening (n=75
studies), studies that did not meet the study aim were

Group Search terms

1 "higher education”OR universit* OR college* OR undergraduate OR Bachelor* OR Baccalaureate* [subject, title, abstract]

2 “nursing students”OR “nursing education”OR "health science students”OR “Health occupations students” [subject, title, abstract]
3 “Academic achievement” OR "Academic ability” OR Aptitude OR “academic performance” OR Educability OR “Developmental

Studies Programs” OR “College student development programs” OR “remedial programs” OR “Services for college students”
OR"Services for students” OR “student support” OR “academic support”OR “learning support” OR “Transitional Programs”OR
“support service” OR “support strategies” OR “Study skills” OR “Study skill” OR “academic writing” OR “Writing centers” OR “writing
programs” OR “writing laboratories” OR “writing workshops” OR “Reading (Higher education)” OR “reading improvement”OR
“reading centers”OR "reading strategies”OR literacy [subject, title, abstract]

1,2 and 3 combined in searches

Table 2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion

Types of studies Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods empirical studies  Letters, comments, conference abstracts, editorials, doctoral
in peer-reviewed journals theses, or any type of reviews

Time period All publications to June 21, 2020 Published after June 21, 2020

Language English Other languages

Participants Undergraduate students in higher education, such as univer-  Students in high school or upper secondary school; pre-

sity or university college

Phenomenon of interest
develop or promote academic literacies

Types of outcomes
student satisfaction, lecturer reflections

Academic literacies; pedagogies, methods or strategies to

Influences on academic literacies; course results, grades,

university programs; graduate students

Computer skills training; pre-university classes; information
literacy programs

No outcomes reported
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excluded. If pairs of authors disagreed, a third author
acted as arbitrator to reach consensus. No studies were
excluded due to lack of quality, however, lacking explicit
ethical consideration or tranparency in method descrip-
tions was noted. Finally, 31 studies were included in the
review. See summary of the selection process in Fig. 1,
PRISMA protocol.

Charting the data

During the process of charting the data, pairs of
authors extracted data from the studies using a stand-
ardized template. The template was created with space
for findings relative to the research questions, other
relevant findings, key message and comments, see
Additional file 1.
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Collating, summarizing and reporting

Data from the included studies were organized into a
matrix for an overview of results. The extracted results
were read multiple times to identify patterns, similari-
ties and differences in interventions, methods and strate-
gies to promote academic literacies in higher education
[19]. An inductive process was adopted to group emerg-
ing findings thematically in categories [22]. First, second
and last authors discussed findings and agreed on catego-
ries before they were presented and discussed with the
other authors. This iterative process, requiring researcher
reflexivity, was crucial for the broad approach and aim-
ing to present comprehensive results regarding the range
of research relevant to promoting academic literacies in
higher education institutions.

m PRISMA 2009 Flow Diagram
Records identified through
— database searching
(n = 4766;
S Education Source 879, ERIC 507,
',‘_; PubMed 1469, CINAHL 1293,
& Web of Science 618)
s
: l
PR Records after duplicates removed
(n=3278)
3
§ v Records excluded
5 / (n=3203)
2 Records screened
(n=3278)
Full-text articles excluded,
S v with reasons
£ (n= 45)
_-ugb Full-text articles assessed Wrong focus, student
S for eligibility characteristics n=15
(n=76) \ Not empirical study n=13
Wrong focus, not relevant
D to aim n=9
. Not available n=5
Wrong language n=3
Y
E Studies included in
3 scoping review
E (n=31)
Fig. 1 PRISMA 2009 flow diagram
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Results

A total of 31 studies were included in the scoping
review (Fig. 1; Additional file 2). No studies were
identified or included through hand searching. The
studies were conducted in Australia (z=5), Bah-
rein (n=1), Canada (n=1), China (n=1), Iran
(n=1), Malaysia (n=1), New Zealand (n=2), Paki-
stan (n=1), South Africa (n=1), Taiwan (n=2),
the United Kingdom (n=5), and the United States
(n=10). The sample size of included studies ranged
from five to 812 (median 65, mean 123), with a total
of 3823 participants, all university students with the
exception of 19 persons, who were teachers, tutors
or librarians. The undergraduate students were
enrolled in bioscience (n=60), medicine (n=363),
nursing (n=2298), occupational therapy (n=199),
pre-nursing (n=>53), and unspecified health sciences
(n=2803). Study designs included action research
(n=5), case studies (n=6), experimental studies,
either with or without a control group (n=14), mixed
methods (n =4), qualitative studies (# = 1), and quan-
titative, cross-sectional studies (n=1). See Addi-
tional file 2 for an overview of included studies.

To answer the aim and research questions of this
scoping review, the results are presented in two the-
matic groupings: Overview of methods and strategies
to promote academic literacies, and Outcomes and stu-
dent experiences of interventions.

Overview of metods and strategies to promote academic
literacies
Thirty-one studies (see Additional file 2) reported meth-
ods and strategies that higher education institutions used
to create opportunities for developing academic litera-
cies. Eleven studies described integrating development
of academic literacies in the regular curriculum [23-33],
where some of these specifically highlighted changing the
course design or pedagogies to embed or integrate aca-
demic literacy competencies [23, 24, 27-29, 34]. Stud-
ies described changing the program or course design to:
team-based learning [23], problem-based learning [34],
flipped classroom [35], assignments that require critical
thinking [36], literacy enrichment of program [25, 30, 31],
integrating language focus in subject content [26, 27],
and integrating information literacy in collaboration with
librarians as instructors [28, 33, 37]. Daniels and Jooste
[24] described adding an additional foundation year to
the nursing program, where the first year was extended
to two years instead of one, giving students more time to
study the material, and to develop study skills and aca-
demic literacies.

A common method described in eight studies was
using a workshop format, with smaller groups of
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students, focusing on academic writing and study skills
[33, 37-43]. In addition to workshops, two included
peer instruction, review and learning [37, 42]. Another
option for promoting academic literacies was offering a
parallel course or program, for example English language
support to students with other first language [44], a writ-
ing intensive course to improve science-specific writing
skills [45], additional workshops targeting specific issues
raised by students [43], and a retention course focusing
on study skills and critical thinking competencies [41].

Interventions to promote academic literacies were
either concentrated to a specific course [23, 25, 27-30,
34-36, 39, 42, 43, 45, 46], to semesters one (first half of
first year) or four (second half of second year) [32], to the
nine first months of university for underprivileged stu-
dents [41], or by extending the first year to two years for
underprivileged students [24]. In a few studies placement
and inclusion were not specified or unclear [31, 37, 38,
40, 47-51].

Using digital tools and resources to support develop-
ment of academic literacies was described in six stud-
ies: electronic technology for academic writing [47],
designing a phrase bank with and for students [48], an
interactive web-based academic writing tool [49], using
an artificial intelligence tool to address academic writ-
ing [50], web-based support such as tutorials, online
discussions [32], and a web-based nursing information
literacy course [46].

Outcomes, effectiveness and student experiences

of interventions

The format for describing outcomes comprised both
descriptive data from surveys or questionnaires as well
as from group or individual interviews. Seven studies
described outcomes of interventions using statistics, in
relation to improved grades or academic progress [23,
25, 34, 35, 38, 41, 43], and one each of increased confi-
dence with APA referencing [28], improved writing self-
efficacy [51], improved written communication [27],
and improved academic literacy competency [31]. These
diverse outcome measures did not allow inferences
regarding effectiveness.

Considering students’ perceptions/opinions of various
interventions, increased confidence was one of the most
commonly reported outcomes, present in eight stud-
ies [28, 31, 36, 40, 41, 43, 45, 52]. Students also reported
learning and understanding subject matter and course
content better from flipped classroom pedagogy [35],
from using poetry to better understand complex phe-
nomena [39], and satisfaction with increased writing
skills [25], as well as using a phrase bank for writing sup-
port [48]. Integrating reading and writing skills into the
academic curriculum developed students’ understanding
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[30] and in an example of web-based learning, students
expressed effective communication and knowledge build-
ing, which in turn promoted self-learning [46].

Seven studies reported that students especially appreci-
ated interactions and face to face time with academic fac-
ulty, lecturers, tutors and librarians [28, 33, 37, 40, 43, 50,
53]. Furthermore, students appreciated academic faculty
providing constructive feedback and clarifying expectations
within courses. [29, 33]. Students also valued a variety of
forms for learning [44], small group learning [53] and inter-
active aspects resulting in more comprehensive learning
[35]. In three studies, students highlighted peer and collabo-
rative learning for successful studies [37, 41, 42].

Fourteen studies described interventions available to all
students in the course [23, 25, 28, 29, 31, 32, 34, 37, 38,
42, 45, 46, 50, 52], and other specifically targeted student
groups like Chinese nursing students in the United States
[53], minority or underrepresented students [47, 50], stu-
dents with cultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds
and language support needs [40, 44], and underprivel-
eged students [24, 41]. These represent different strate-
gies within higher education for addressing student skills
and development of academic literacies.

Discussion

To promote academic literacies in health education,
results indicate four groupings of strategies: [1] inte-
grating learning activities aimed at developing aca-
demic literacies in the regular curriculum, [2] changing
the course design and pedagogies with new methods to
facilitate development of academic literacies, [3] estab-
lishing collaborations among academics and librarian
faculty, or [4] adding parallel courses or an extra foun-
dation year focusing on the development of study skills
and academic literacies. Students especially appreciated
small group learning in workshop format, elements of
peer learning and digital tools that could be accessed at
will. Also mentioned were constructive feedback and
clarifying expectations as well as a variety of learning
formats. The common measures of outcomes in rela-
tion to strategies were [1] increased grades or academic
progress, [2] increased confidence, and [3] improved
academic literacies, operationalized in terms of ref-
erencing, writing skills, learning, understanding, and
competence. Regarding effectiveness of the included
studies, the character of outcome data did not allow
making inferences in this area.

This scoping review summarizes and collates research
results focusing on development of academic literacies
in health education with regards to methods and strate-
gies, outcomes, and student experiences. Even though
aspects of widening participation and inclusion in higher
education have been debated for years, and considering
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the fact that increasing numbers of students from diverse
backgrounds are expected [12], there does not seem to
be consensus nor clear evidence as to which approaches
or strategies higher education institutions should adopt.
Many of the evaluated studies in this review are examples
of initiatives from individual higher education institu-
tions, where students were offered various alternatives
with unclear results, and subsequently, potential for gen-
eralizability of findings is unclear. Our findings identified
no studies with academic literacies training or practice
interwoven throughout the whole curriculum. Further-
more, academic literacy is often equated with academic
writing, focusing on the ‘doing’ of writing. However, aca-
demic literacies in a wider perspective comprise elements
of thinking, doing, being, reading and writing specific to
academic context [54]. Also, in light of the academic lit-
eracies model by Lea and Street [3, 10], relying on study
skills and adding academic context socialization is not
enough. The whole institutional and epistemological
context must be interconnected for students to navigate
higher education and successfully participate in and con-
tribute to the academic community.

Sustainable development goal 4: Quality Education
One of the targets in SDG 4 is to ensure equal access to
affordable and quality education, including university
level (target 4.3). At present, the trend with widening and
increased participation in higher education keeps ris-
ing worldwide [11], and has accelerated from 10% in the
1990’s with a future expected gross tertiary enrollment
rate close to 50% in most regions. The widening par-
ticipation in higher education through equal access has
been advocated by governments and operationalized in
policies [55]. The general idea is to improve participation
of students from various equity groups, such as mature
learners, second language learners, persons with lower
socioeconomic background, and/or ethnic minorities,
both with regards to access and to success. The ration-
ale provided for the widening particpation policies is
often described in terms of a higher attainment level for
citizens and improving national outcomes, such as health
and gainful employment. In the context of nursing edu-
cation, a literature review indicates that the meaning of
widening participation has been unclear and that uni-
versities have focused on student diversity, rather than
changed educational practice to meet the needs of new
student groups [56]. Nonetheless, higher education insti-
tutions catering to diversity have been found to make a
difference, with regards to stratification of students, and
have been found more socially inclusive than more tradi-
tional ‘elite’ universities [11].

The link between higher education and sustainability
may be suggested as preparing students for the unknown,
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as in learning generic competencies to meet and to be
prepared for the future [57]. With a constantly changing
and evolving world, students are expected to live and act
in supercomplex realities, and Barnett [53] argues that
universities are meant to enable individuals to prosper in
fluid or ever-changing situations. However, with widen-
ing participation, increasing numbers of students enroll-
ing in higher education will be underprepared to meet
demands of academic literacies [4], and subsequently
may struggle with completing their academic studies and
thus not enabled to prosper.

Widening participation in higher education

Our findings indicate that higher education health insti-
tutions struggle with meeting the needs of students and
in line with initiatives of widening participation, higher
education institutions are encouraged to prepare for and
to welcome diverse students from stratified backgrounds
and circumstances [11]. The Lea and Street academic
literacies model [3, 10] emphasizes a broader scope for
addressing students’ engagement and academic litera-
cies in the academic community by highlighting meaning
making, power relationships and identity. For first gen-
eration higher education students, students with another
first language than the majority language and students
from underrepresented populations, this scope poten-
tially presents an even greater challenge [8].

Having a higher education degree is a door opener
and allows improving career prospects and the bettering
of oneself [58], and parents often hope that their chil-
dren will continue to higher education [11]. However,
academic achievement also correlates with having par-
ents with higher education and parental education level
is linked to societal expectations for higher education
attendance [59]. Sociodemographic advantage or disad-
vantage is linked to choices in higher education [60], with
social class and level of economic risks found as deter-
mining choice [61]. However, there are positive findings
of educational resilience in students from lower socio-
economic circumstances [60], and further, that previ-
ous academic performance, university experience and
working status are more significant than socio-economic
background. Adding to this, social structures strongly
determine to what extent individuals can mobilize their
abilities, skills and knowledge for agency, ie. taking
action to improve their situation [62]. Taken the inher-
ent complexities, both for individual prospective students
and for higher education institutions as discussed above,
the crucial question remains, how can the higher educa-
tion system advocate for and make opportunities for stu-
dent growth and development more fair and equitable?
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Adopting a comprehensive, systematic and inclusive
approach

The results of this review indicate that the strategies and
methods to promote development of academic litera-
cies seem conducted in the spirit of good intentions and
trial and error. Furthermore, that outcome measures like
increased grades, academic progress or confidence are
difficult to compare, and initiatives have generally not
been replicated in other settings. Hence, drawing robust
conclusions and providing generalizable recommenda-
tions of strategies and methods is challenging [63, 64].
In light of SDG 4 and equal access to quality university
education, it is imperative that higher education institu-
tions in health sciences adopt a comprehensive, system-
atic and supportive approach in welcoming stratified and
diverse student populations. There is no easy remedy or
quick fix and these are incredibly complex issues, how-
ever, a systems approach is a crucial start so that it is not
up to the individual students to both be able to analyze
what they are missing and what they need to do to rec-
tify the situation. Neither should it only be up to indi-
vidual higher education employees to find solutions,
rather a systems level analysis and approach is called for,
especially in light of the world wide shortage of qualified
health professionals.

Traditions of contemporary higher education institu-
tions are founded on conventional epistemological frames
that shape teaching, learning and research [65], often hold-
ing a view of academia as a priviledged status for a few, not
necessarily for the masses. Higher education institutions
today are both locally situated and globally connected,
calling attention to the already existing fluidity within
the higher education sector; and further highlighting the
need for knowledge decolonization. Diversity and epis-
temic complexity, in other words, acknowledging various
forms of knowledge, is suggested by Seats [65] to lead the
way. This is supported by the academic literacies model
as described by Lea and Street [3, 10]. Moving from theo-
retical reasoning to higher education practice, Ryder et al.
[66] show that higher education faculty who encourage
exploration of diversity and different cultures significantly
influence students’ openness to diversity. Another aspect is
producing higher education graduates prepared to explore
diverse perspectives and worldviews [66], potentially of
value for a peaceful and prosperous world.

Finally, the emerging discourse of knowledge democ-
racy highlights the link between the relationship of
knowledge to a more equitable world [67]. Knowledge
democracy is described as an interrelationship of phe-
nomena, highlighting the importance of multiple existing
epistemologies of knowledge such as organic and spirit-
ual, or knowledge of marginalized and excluded people.
Furthermore, that knowledge is created and represented
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in multiple forms, and also, that knowledge is a power-
ful tool for deepening democracy and for creating a more
equitable world. This description of knowledge democ-
racy aligns Lea and Street’s model of academic literacies
[3], highlighting a variety of writing practices and implicit
assumptions of what represents acceptable knowledge.
Higher education institutions are sites of discourse and
power, presenting an arena for development of study
skills, academic socialization and development of aca-
demic literacies. Positionality is closely linked to iden-
tity and having thoughts or reflections on a topic does
not come out of vacuum. If higher education insitutions
embrace this shift of epistemic complexity and diver-
sity, choosing systematic work with academic literacies
beyond study skills, this would be an excellent first step
toward meeting Agenda 2030 goals and promoting peace
and prosperity for people and the planet [5]. These are
lofty goals in a complex reality and may even seem unat-
tainable, however, doing something, trying and taking the
first step is a worthy endeavor.

Strenghts and limitations

This study utilized a scoping review design [19] to sys-
tematically explore methods and strategies within health
professions education to promote academic literacies. The
research group adhered to existing guidelines for under-
taking a scoping review, PRISMA-Scr [20], striving for a
transparent approach to enable readers to assess study
reliability and trustworthiness. A team-based approach
was used in the study for representative expertise [68],
with two independent evaluations throughout the review
process.The searches were conducted in five databases
with different characteristics and subject focus to capture
a broad range of studies. The search string included nurs-
ing and health science or health occupation, however not
specifically naming other health professions, which may
have skewed the results. Furthermore, the scope of coun-
tries where studies were conducted is limited, with only
twelve countries, and therefore it is challenging to make
inferences or policy recommendations. In line with recom-
mendations for scoping reviews, quality of included stud-
ies was not evaluated. However, it is evident in the range
of study designs, rationale and methodology that quality
varied and subsequently, that making general inferences is
challenging. Finally, including studies only in the English
language may have excluded relevant publications in other
languages. Arksey and O’Malley [19] suggest an optional
consultation exercise at the end of a scoping review and
including stakeholders in the process could have contrib-
uted additional perspectives during the review process.
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Implications for teaching

The results of the review offer some insights into how uni-
versities can assist in creating inclusive learning environ-
ments for their increasingly diverse student populations.
Academic literacies comprise multiple competencies with a
core of critical thinking and communication [8], the three
models of study skills, academic socialization and academic
literacies [3]; and developing academic literacies is a pro-
cess over time. Complex higher order cognitive activities,
inherent in academic literacies, are not taught nor learned
in one instance, rather they require perseverance and prac-
tice. Therefore, firstly, we encourage higher education insti-
tutions to create ample opportunities for practice through
integrating teaching and learning activities targeting simul-
taneous learning of course materials and development of
academic literacies. Secondly, we encourage teamwork
and interprofessional collaboration in design and develop-
ment of these teaching and learning activities. For example,
including librarians as well as teaching and learning special-
ists on the faculty teams, involved from conceptualization
of curricula and courses, to giving courses and evaluating
outcomes. We hope the recommendations offered are able
to assist higher education institutions to ensure that they
are better prepared to meet the needs of students in health
professional programs while also establishing that students
develop and learn the requisite academic literacies that will
be beneficial for their studies.

Conclusions

Aspects of widening participation and inclusion in higher
education have been debated for years, and increas-
ing numbers of students from diverse backgrounds are
expected to enter higher education institutions. How-
ever, there is no consensus regarding which approaches
or strategies higher education institutions should adopt
to promote development of academic literacies. Many of
the evaluated studies in this review are examples of ini-
tiatives from individual higher education institutions,
and subsequently, levels of evidence and generalizability
are challenging to establish. We encourage integration of
teaching and learning activities targeting parallel learn-
ing of course materials and development of academic lit-
eracies beyond study skills. Furthermore, teamwork and
interprofessional collaboration are crucial in designing
and developing teaching and learning activities corre-
sponding to multiple dimensions of learning. Embracing
epistemic complexity and diversity and choosing strate-
gic work with academic literacies may provide a starting
point toward realizing sustainable development goals and
widening participation.
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