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1. 
In the education of would-be managers it is an accepted general principle (even a tired 
truism) that communication skills should play an especially important role.  But just what 
does “communication” signify in this context?  What expectations do Management 
students and teachers have about learning the particular communication skills needed to 
acquire, evaluate and convey knowledge in their field of study?  What counts as 
“reading” and literate behaviour generally within the framework of undergraduate 
courses in a business school?   
 
Because a large proportion of those who study management in most Australian 
universities today are from non-English-speaking backgrounds, an inquiry into current 
literacy practices in that disciplinary area must also consider specific cross-cultural 
difficulties in language-based situations.  Again, there is a shortage of precise 
information.  Despite the fact that general relationships between linguistic 
communication and cultural context are well understood at a theoretical level, it remains 
true that much research in discourse interpretation “operates within a specific cultural 
frame” (Candlin 1978).  Ethnographers and linguists such as Clyne (1988) are addressing 
this problem.  Yet as Bhatia (1993) remarks, while “cross-cultural variation in spoken 
interaction has become a well-established area of discourse study, very little has been 
published in the case of written genres.” 
 
The importance of the topic has been emphasised by some Australian writers on literacy, 
notably Freebody and Luke (1990), Hedrick and Holton (1990), Pauwels (1990), and 
Ballard and Clanchy (1991).  But a comprehensive study of its intricacies is lacking.  
Cross-cultural aspects of English communication skills in Australian university settings, 
and their variations across different fields of study, have never been investigated on a 
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large enough scale to produce definitive answers.  Instead, we are left with a multitude of 
issues that still need to be researched.   
 
Questions about what teachers expect are particularly pressing.  For instance, how 
common is the expectation that students from overseas will learn on their own to adjust 
their learning habits and literacy practices to an Australian academic environment?  Is it 
generally assumed that students who are non-native-speakers of English should, by their 
own efforts, just “keep up” with native-speaking students in reading and writing for the 
same course?  How widespread, and how effective, is the practice of establishing 
dialogue between staff and students to delineate their respective responsibilities regarding 
literacy issues? How explicitly do teachers indicate the literacy conventions that are 
normative in academic culture?  Are they knowledgeable enough about linguistic matters 
to do so? 
 
Although answers to most such questions cannot yet be provided with any fullness, some 
are beginning to emerge from work now in progress — a project that is gathering data on 
communication skills in several disciplines across several Australian university settings.  
The following observations are drawn primarily from just one of the various sites of 
investigation:  a first-level unit of a Management program in a university which has a 
large number of students of non-English speaking background, mainly from overseas, a 
significant proportion being enrolled in business courses.  Supporting evidence from a 
third-level unit in the same program is also provided.  Data sources include classroom 
observations, interviews with students and teaching staff, and analysis of unit-related 
materials such as textbooks, unit outlines, study guides and exam papers.  Only a few of 
the interim findings are reported summarily here. 
 
 
2. 
The Unit Workbook provided to students for the first year unit in Management tends to 
encourage certain attitudes to business studies in general and to communication skills in 
particular.  It contains routine information about recommended reading, examinable 
course objectives, exercises for group work and so forth.  There is no reason to think it is 
atypical of this pedagogic genre.  And as the following comments show, it reveals clearly 
the main “extratextual” framing assumptions that underlie the course and its view of 
communication skills. 
 



Anything that is read is being framed extratextually (MacLachlan and Reid 1994) in that 
each reader brings a whole world of external information, experiences and assumptions to 
any text.  All sorts of discipline-specific and culture-specific attitudes can come in here, 
often unconsciously.  It is a reasonable hypothesis that although native speakers of 
Australian English do not share identical extratextual frames, they will still generally be 
able to bring to bear on what they read some sorts of knowledge and expectation that are 
less likely to be available to many non-native speakers, whose second-language “literacy” 
may be impaired by interpretive gaps.  
 
Extratextual framing stems from “structures of expectation” (Tannen 1979), operative 
outside a text but implied in it, which are relevant to competence in literacy because the 
meaning a reader derives from a text depends partly on the reader's previous experiences.  
This includes attitudes towards the act of reading itself — the nature of it, the point of it, 
and (in the case of reading done for a course) how others such as one's teachers and 
fellow students regard it.  So in looking at any aspect of reading behaviour or at any ideas 
that may influence reading, a useful question for analysis is “What is being taken for 
granted here, explicitly or not, about communication and related aspects of learning?”  
Three kinds of evidence can be particularly revealing.  One is evidence of a student 
reader being directly encouraged to value personal experiential knowledge above other 
forms of knowledge.  Another is evidence of reliance on points of view that imply a 
particular cultural frame.  A third is evidence about the level of importance attached to 
literacy skills relative to other communication skills.   
 
Each is plain to see in the first year unit’s Workbook.  Its opening section promises 
students that by organising them into Learning Sets (small groups) this course “will add 
value to ... [their] experiences.”  Rather than emphasising intellectual content and 
independent critical thinking, the next paragraph makes it clear that the emphasis will be 
on group participation, because management functions are seen primarily in interpersonal 
terms:  “To be successful in your work and personal life, you need to be successful with 
people.  Interpersonal skills and how you relate to others is the most valuable learning 
you can acquire.”  Similarly the Workbook describes Learning Sets as providing “the 
opportunity to experience the various management functions as you learn to lead, 
motivate, cooperate and develop together.”  Such assertions are not opened to critical 
analysis anywhere in the course materials, and yet the view they adopt is actually a 
contested one in management literature, and some writers (e.g. Spillane 1994) 
emphatically reject the ideology of management-by-personality. 



 
The Workbook also provides strong evidence of reliance on points of view that imply a 
particular cultural frame, and little evidence of any disciplinary or cultural reflexivity.  
The material to be used in Learning Sets is highly culture-specific, yet not acknowledged 
as such.  It is deeply American in some of its linguistic and social references (e.g. “You 
have just crash-landed somewhere in the woods of northern Minnesota.... It is 11.32 a.m. 
in mid-January.... minus 25 degrees in the daytime....”).  So too is the set of protocols 
given for group discussion, which prescribe a conversational style that may well seem 
cloying and condescending to Australian or Asian students (groups are instructed that 
when a reluctant speaker is persuaded to join in, the approach should be “We haven’t 
been hearing enough from you.  We appreciate hearing your position.”).  Such 
approaches to business education in Australia seem to have little appeal, as the following 
comment from a third year student illustrates:  “[I did] that mickey mouse unit .... [The 
first semester unit] was principles, and [second semester] was processes, where you sit in 
groups and hold hands, it's pathetic”. 
 
The Workbook also gives some implicit evidence that even functional literacy skills have 
relatively little importance in this course vis-à-vis other communication skills.  Its 
misspellings, mispunctuations and errors in internal referencing all convey to any student 
who notices them a somewhat lackadaisical attitude towards written language. The 
exhortations about the paramount value of interpersonal skills may also be taken to imply 
that mastering literacy skills is of secondary importance. 
 
A few tentative inferences are warranted.  Some of the evidence from this Unit 
Workbook seems to reflect extratextual framing of the Management field, by those who 
teach in it, as one in which particular forms of oral communication (notably group 
discussion based on personal experience) are valued considerably more than critical 
reading.  This is far from being self-evidently appropriate.  While the ability to express 
ideas orally and the ability to work in teams are undoubtedly important in management, 
so is an ability to use and interpret the written language skillfully — yet that aspect of 
communication seems to be underplayed in Management education, and not only at the 
introductory level.  There was clear evidence from our observations in the third-level unit 
of the same program that students were unreceptive to any notions of wide and critical 
reading.  Case studies — the primary instructional tool in business education — formed 
the basis of group discussions here, with teams of students assigned a case (drawn 
directly from the one assigned text) to be analysed and discussed in weekly seminars.  All 



students were expected to have read the case, at least, and to be prepared to ask questions 
of the presenting team.  But with few exceptions no-one did, and students openly 
complained about the length of cases and how much effort it took to read them.  Even 
textbook reading was limited, to the extent that one tutor routinely set aside the first half 
hour of a seminar to silent reading of the text, tutorial questions in hand, because he knew 
that most of his students did no reading otherwise.  It was a lesson learned through the 
painful silences of previous seminars.  
 
 
3. 
The distinctive features of an academic discipline and the role it attaches to reading skills 
can often be gauged simply by looking at the kind of textbook it prescribes.  The main 
item of reading matter for the introductory unit in Management was a single set text, and 
its characteristic features stand out clearly alongside one from another discipline area.  
Juxtaposing the preface of the Management textbook (Robbins 1994) with the preface of 
a textbook used for a first-level Sociology unit at the same university (Edgar et al. 1993), 
one can observe the following contrasts. 
 
1.  The Management text introduces itself with a declarative emphasis on material issues 
in the “real world” whereas the Sociology text introduces itself with an interrogative 
emphasis on theoretical considerations. 
 
2.  The Management text preface presents concepts and observations in a matter-of-fact, 
cut-and-dried fashion, whereas the Sociology text represents interpretation in its field as 
fundamental and problematic. 
 
3.  The Management text takes disciplinary conventions as a given, whereas the 
Sociology text emphasises its subject's interdisciplinary scope so that boundaries and 
protocols cannot be taken for granted. 
 
4.  Distinctive disciplinary conventions of writing style — conversational in management, 
more discursive in sociology — are reflected, and even directly discussed, in each of the 
prefaces. 

 



5.  While the preface to the Management text generalises and globalises information as if 
it were internationally applicable without much variation, the preface to the Sociology 
text tries to focus the reader's attention on specifically Australian cultural frames. 
 
6.  The Management text represents itself as arbiter of what is and is not relevant or 
important in the study of management, whereas the Sociology text encourages the student 
to take on that role. 
 
While these contrasts are all observable in the prefaces that frame each textbook 
circumtextually, their general cumulative effect is to impress on their respective 
readerships (teachers and students alike) certain habits of extratextual framing — that is, 
attitudes to knowledge and to reading.  There could hardly be a plainer demonstration of 
Bernstein's argument (1975:214) that different disciplinary conventions are devices for 
“boundary maintenance”;  that is, they encourage tiros to develop strict attitudes 
regarding what belongs and what does not belong within their discipline.   
 
This is not to say that in the present case students were deeply impressed by the quality of 
their textbook.  In interviews there was wide agreement that required reading for the first-
year unit was very limited in extent, was governed by set exercises and exam needs (“If 
you are getting the same marks for not reading the extra bits, why bother?”), that it was 
“simple stuff”, was intended to be reproduced “parrot fashion” rather than evaluated 
critically, did not emphasise cultural relativity, and encouraged “rote learning”. Native-
speaker students in particular saw their reading matter as superficial;  the textbook, for 
instance, was generally regarded as communicating at a high-school level:  “It's all spelt 
out....  It saves you time but you don't really learn, it's not a good learning tool.”  But if 
students felt they were not getting a genuine higher education, few expressed their 
dissatisfaction in such terms.  They were just there, their attitudes generally implied, for 
the credential. 
 
A first-year student taking both Social Science and Management made this comparison:  
“Sociology is more analytical and you have to read widely and understand a lot of 
concepts, it's not a matter of learning the meaning of one word.”  On the style of 
presentation in Management course materials, she commented:  “I guess it's aimed at first 
years, easing them into university books and how to grasp concepts, but I think it's all 
given to you on a plate and you don't really have to read it.” 
 



Asked whether they relied on the textbook information as true, some replied in these 
terms:  “It all seems fairly simple, stating facts, nothing contentious.”  And “If that's the 
first book I read about the topic, yeah it's true, until someone tells me so.”  Asked to what 
extent the textbook was discussed critically in lectures, one student replied: “Not at all.  
It’s like the bible of management.”  Given that the course did not present either a 
rationale or a reward for extensive and critically active reading, it was hardly surprising 
that some students expressed annoyance at having to find occasional journal articles for 
tutorial group exercises.  Their feeling was that, in an introductory course on 
management, the textbook ought to be a sufficient source of information, and that 
searching for additional library items was a nuisance. 
  
 
4. 
The value of “frame analysis” (using the phase coined by Goffman 1974) is increasingly 
acknowledged across a range of disciplines including linguistics and the sociology of 
education.  Bernstein's early use of the frame metaphor (1975) has already been 
mentioned.  Recent book titles such as Framing in Discourse (Tannen 1993) and 
Framing and Interpretation (MacLachlan and Reid 1994) indicate its general currency.   
A basic principle of this approach to the pragmatics of discourse is that appropriate 
interpretation presupposes an ability to make sense of the framing devices, both linguistic 
and paralinguistic, which convey metamessages.  To exercise that meaning-making 
ability, a reader draws on knowledge and attitudes that also frame the language event.  
Framing expectations that students themselves bring to the texts they read or write in 
academic settings may be an impediment in some cases.  Since it often happens that 
“framing, by its very nature, is signalled indirectly” (Tannen 1992:65), what a teacher 
takes to be poor literacy performance by a student may indicate in many cases not a 
difficulty at the functional level but a difficulty in recognising the metacommunicative 
frames in a particular situation, perhaps because they have not been articulated explicitly 
enough by teachers.  Differences of socio-cultural and educational background among 
both native speakers of English and non-native speakers may make it especially likely 
that a mismatch of frames will occur.   
 
Although the construction of meaning always involves framing, this is not quite a matter 
of “using frames”, as if a frame were simply given and actual, and therefore invariable 
for all readers.  Rather, “framing is an act which necessarily involves an agent and 
therefore implies something more provisional, more negotiable than the substantive term 



'frame'” (MacLachlan & Reid 1994:17).  Hence the seemingly paradoxical 
poststructuralist axiom, “Framing occurs, but there is no frame” (translating Derrida 
1978:83).  The fact that any frame is notional and virtual rather than materially discrete is 
readily grasped by considering the example of a textual element such as formal academic 
referencing.  This may take the form of sourced quotations, bibliographical lists, or notes 
that are either incorporated parenthetically in the succinct Harvard style or grouped 
together as footnotes or endnotes in the Oxford style.  Whatever their nature and 
placement, references in an academic text cannot be equated with any single kind of 
“frame”.  When we cite references (as writers) or avail ourselves of them for 
interpretation (as readers), several kinds of framing can be involved. 
 
For instance, in so far as we take cognisance of citations encountered in what we read, we 
are framing the text intertextually, since the use of these references is a highly 
conventionalised, rule-governed method for establishing particular generic affiliations 
between what is being read or written and some other texts or text-types (genres) within 
the field of academic discourse (Swales 1990).  Thus we can recognise, for instance, the 
citing of one journal article by another in a certain way as a device for proclaiming “This 
is a formal scholarly work” (rather than, say, a magazine essay, which would not have 
that kind of referencing) and also, very often, as a device for associating the two texts 
more closely in terms of their specific genre (it may signal that both belong to a 
recognised tradition within Physics or Business Law or Social Anthropology).  Because 
the appropriate interpretation of a text depends in complex ways on one's ability to assign 
it to an appropriate genre —an ability which involves knowing how to recognise specific 
affiliations with and allusions to other texts — to read something is therefore in part to 
frame it intertextually.  But recognising intertextual aspects of what they read may be 
particularly difficult for some non-native-speaking students in  some academic settings. 
 
We also frame the text intratextually when the referencing takes the form either of quoted 
passages within the text or of parenthetically embedded Harvard-style citations — since 
anything perceived as interrupting the textual “flow” draws attention to its composite, 
internally differentiated structure.  Further, we frame it circumtextually when the 
referencing is situated on the seeming periphery of the text — for instance if there is a 
suffixed bibliography, or if an article's title/heading directly mentions other publications 
(as is normal for book reviews), or if references are in endnote form.  And we frame it 
extratextually when the referencing requires us — as writer or as reader — to adduce 
unspecified but substantial knowledge or attitudes from outside the text in order to make 



sense of it or accept its implicit norms and values.  One might expect a good deal of 
cross-cultural variation in this regard.  
 
Interviews with student enrolled in this particular Management course revealed that the 
significance of intertextual framing was, in general, not well grasped.  By and large, 
student readers simply did not notice references in the textbook.  This was partly because 
they assumed that references were provided merely as an obligatory acknowledgement of 
sources:  “I've never looked one up — why read what the authors have got their 
information from?”  The attitude expressed by one student (in the first-year course) was 
that evaluating the research was up to the author, not himself.  Even at third year level, 
there seemed to be no understanding that references serve also to indicate what particular 
“conversations” different texts are having with one another as part of the ongoing 
dialogue of evaluating and extending knowledge within the field.  In fact, students 
showed little interest in the economic, social and discursive forces that shape the 
discipline and expressed impatience with their text’s occasional presentation of what they 
saw as “outdated” or alternative theories of management.   
 
A comparative view of this issue comes from the following cross-disciplinary 
comparison by one student who was simultaneously taking the Management unit and a 
Sociology unit:  “In Sociology I check references, because a lot of books refer to other 
books that I have already read.... [but] I don't even think about references here” [in the 
Management course].  She developed this point by saying that the Harvard referencing 
style used in the social sciences “makes it familiar to me and I know it's a reference”, 
whereas the style of the management textbook, which uses numbers linked to endnotes, 
does not indicate what kind of information the note will contain. 
 
Of course, to recognise intertextual frames, one needs to have read other texts, and 
neither entry-level nor final-year business students seem to do much reading.  Both 
groups were happy to have just one set textbook, and when asked if it was important to 
read widely for their unit, third year students responded:  “The great thing about this is 
that you don’t have to. ...The text covers everything.”  Obtaining extra references for 
assignments, said one of them candidly, was “easy enough to do, just by taking 
something from the abstracts on the computer and using that as a source.”  And while 
some expressed frustration at trying to access material in the library, most third-year 
students ignored a recommended book of readings drawn from leading journals, dealing 
with current issues in the discipline and available to them at cost. 



 
 
5. 
On the basis of interviews with staff and students, analysis of written material, and class 
observation, we conclude that any prescription for improving literacy practices among 
university students, particularly management students, needs to consider the following 
factors: 
 
1.  Neither wide reading nor critical reading appears to have a high priority in business 
education at present.  In a phrase that no longer enjoys much currency, someone 
undertaking university studies used to be said to be “reading for a degree”, but that phrase 
seems hardly appropriate to describe the main teaching-learning method favoured today 
in at least some areas of business education.  Instead of well developed literacy skills, 
including the skill of critical interpretation of complex written texts, the effective 
emphasis falls on experiential knowledge, group talk, and a pragmatic and utilitarian 
attitude to learning.  Most of the reading is confined to a single textbook and is often 
cursory.   
 
The disciplinary content of management is easily naturalised because much of it deals 
with basic concepts in interpersonal relations which are relatively familiar to all of us.  As 
a consequence, unless assessment specifically requires it, few students are likely to 
engage in much critical reading of management theory.  Yet this focus on interpersonal 
oral communication in management education may be misplaced.  A paper prepared for 
the recent Karpin report on Australian management (Savery et al. 1995) refers to 
perceptions among Japanese businessmen that Australian managers are good face-to-face 
communicators but their ability to negotiate at a more technical level is in many cases 
very limited.  Among other things, “knowing your business” means knowing how to read 
and pull  together information from detailed company reports, and keeping up with the 
current literature both in the public domain and the more specialised journals.  
 
2.  Links between reading and writing skills are generally not cultivated.  There does not 
seem to be an appreciation of their interdependence.  When writing tasks are set for an 
introductory business course, the primary emphasis tends to be on general injunctions 
about mechanical matters such as the importance of referencing in student essays, or 
about prohibited behaviour (notably plagiarism — without any consideration of the 
different cultural values that may be involved), rather than instilling an appreciation of 



the way in which writing, especially genre-specific writing, can be enriched by genre-
conscious reading.   In any case, the opportunities for writing anything which might 
require wide and critical reading are very limited,  even in the final undergraduate year, 
and often tend to be as much about group processes as they are about conceptualising 
specific issues in Management.  
 
3.  There is little encouragement to reflect on cultural assumptions.  If courses do not put 
a spotlight on their own framing assumptions there will tend to be two consequences:  
students are likely to overlook or underestimate cross-cultural variations in the shaping of 
knowledge, and unlikely to develop a reflexive awareness of their own reading practices. 
 
At least at the undergraduate level of education in Management, it seems to be habitual to 
naturalise knowledge, whereas the Humanities and Social Sciences habitually try to 
render knowledge problematic and unfamiliar — try, in other words, to emphasise that it 
is culturally relative and thus to establish a critical detachment from logocentric 
assumptions that have traditionally dominated Western thought (Derrida 1976).  These 
assumptions, based on the supposed primacy of the spoken word as an expression of 
individual personality, apparently do pervade much Management education in our 
universities.   
 
If a degree in the field of business studies is to fulfil the widespread expectation that it 
will provide a general education, it may need to concentrate student attention more 
productively on generic skills, in particular the ability to read critically.  Equally, those 
who intend such a degree to be a vocational training-ground will also require a better 
understanding of the practical ways in which their responsibilities in commerce and 
industry are framed through discourse — including the interpretive complexities of the 
written language of management. 
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