
 

A social realist analysis of the efficacy of an embedded 

academic literacy intervention programme in shaping first 

year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy practices 

 

Halima Namakula 

Student Number: 769068 

 

 

Supervisors 

Dr Maria Prozesky and Prof Jean Baxen 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the School of Education, Faculty of 

Humanities, University of the Witwatersrand, 

Johannesburg, in fulfilment of the requirements for the 

degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

May 2021



 

i 

 

Declaration 

I, Halima Namakula, declare that this thesis is my own unaided work. It is submitted for the 

degree of Doctor of Philosophy at the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, School of 

Education. It has not been submitted before for any other degree or examination in any other  

University. 

Signature:      Date: 3
rd

 May 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



ii 

 

Abstract 

Research has shown that embedding academic literacy support into specific disciplines is more 

effective in enabling students to develop academic literacy practices as they engage with the 

discourses of these disciplines, hence leading to epistemic access. The argument put forward is 

that embedding academic literacy programmes in disciplines is more effective than stand-alone 

academic support courses. This is because academic literacy is a social practice that is 

contextually bound and therefore cannot be divorced from the discipline. This study aimed to 

contribute to the conversation by examining the efficacy of an embedded academic literacy 

intervention programme and how it shaped first year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy practices.  

Theoretically, the study draws on a social realist framework that acted as both an analytical and 

explanatory tool. As a theoretical framework, social realism provided a lens through which to 

examine the structural and cultural conditioning within the intervention programme that either 

enabled or constrained students’ learning as they participated in the intervention programme with 

the aim of developing academic literacy practices 

The data was collected through individual interviews and focus group discussion with students, 

peer tutors and one coordinator of the programme. Additionally, data was also collected through 

observations, field notes, and student reflective journals as part of document analysis. The main 

finding of the study shows that the intervention programme provided enabling conditions in 

which students’ academic literacy practices and agency were transformed.  

This study has provided insight and understanding of how an embedded academic support 

programme can help students develop academic literacy practices. This study provides 

universities, higher education academic support practitioners and policymakers with the 

opportunity to be better informed about the importance of embedding academic support 

programmes into the curriculum. 

Keywords: social realism, academic literacies, academic support, embedded support, 

programme, access and success, higher education. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

1.1. Introduction 

This study drew on a social realist framework to examine how an embedded academic literacy 

support programme (WURU) shapes first-year Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) students’ academic 

literacy practices. The study set out to examine the structural and cultural conditions within 

WURU that enabled or constrained students’ learning as they participated in the programme. 

Thus, this study attempted to make an original contribution to the body of knowledge around 

support for academic literacies in the higher education context. Examining and understanding 

how the structural and cultural conditions within WURU enabled and/or constrained students’ 

learning could contribute toward understanding the nature and structure of embedded academic 

support programmes designed to offer academic support to students, particularly in a South 

African context where, as will be shown later on, schooling and other contextual factors 

influence the levels of preparedness for specific groups of students entering higher education. 

Therefore, findings from the study may be of interest to academic development practitioners, 

academic literacy practitioners, higher educational policy makers, teaching and learning policy 

makers and curriculum policy makers. 

This chapter introduces the overall study outlining the background and rationale of the study, the 

context which helped to situate the study, the statement of the problem, research purpose and the 

research questions. Lastly, I present a brief outline of the thesis indicating the focus of each 

chapter and how it will be structured.  

 1.2 Background  

Between 2015 and 2017, universities in South Africa had to deal with student protests; first 

“Rhodes must fall” and later followed by “Fees must fall” (Boughey and McKenna, 2016). These 

protests shed light on how transformation in universities has been at a slow pace. Commenting 

on the impact of these protests, Nyamupangedengu (2017, p.113) states that student protests 

“brought to the fore other issues impacting students’ success such as lack of transformation and 

the manner in which universities deliver their curricula which does not cater for the now diverse 

student body”. Thus, in this case, what these protests highlighted was the need to look beyond 
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physical access to higher education but to also look at epistemic access. Put differently and as 

Lynch, Walker-Gibbs and Herbert (2015) state, there is need to move beyond “bums on seats” 

policies and focus more attention on the issues of epistemic access particularly for previously 

disadvantaged groups of people. Leibowitz and Bozalek put this well arguing that “physical 

provision of access does not necessarily mean that students will flourish and succeed in higher 

education institutions” (2014, p.97). The protests as highlighted in this section brought more 

sensitivity towards students’ social and physical needs but there are still questions on epistemic 

access. What the #FeesMustFall Movement of 2015-2017 also reinforced for universities is that 

they have to rethink their strategies for handling students’ academic challenges. 

Access to higher education in South Africa has expanded since the advent of the democratic 

government (see CHE Report, 2013; DHET, 2017; Pather & Dorasamy, 2018a). The significant 

progress made in terms of widening access to higher education is marred by the skewed nature of 

participation rates by race, that is, the proportion of a population group that attends university 

(Case, Marshall, and Grayson, 2013; CHE Report, 2013, 2016; DHET, 2017; Pather & 

Dorasamy, 2018a; Scott, 2017b; Scott, 2018). The 2013 CHE Report found that participation 

rates in 2011 were only 14% for both Africans and coloureds compared to 47% for Indians and 

57% for whites (CHE Report 2013as cited in Ellery, 2016). In 2013, the same report indicated 

55% participation rate by whites compared to Africans with only 16% (CHE 2016, p.6).  

The above inequalities are exacerbated when it comes to graduation rates. A study by Scott, Yeld 

and Hendry (2007 as cited in Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2014, p.95) conducted over a period of five 

years showed that between 11% and 13% of black students managed to graduate with a 

Bachelors’ degree compared to between 43% and 52% of white students. Further the CHE 

Report (2013, p.98) also shows continued disparities in terms of enrolment and completion in the 

2006 cohort of students who enrolled for a Bachelors’ degree or a diploma. This report (CHE, 

2013) indicated that only 27% of all students who enrolled in 2006 managed to graduate in the 

prescribed time. Again, when racially categorised only 20% were African, 24% coloured, 28% 

were Indian and 44% were whites who managed to graduate in time. In terms of attrition for the 

same cohort of students, the CHE report states that 33% of all students enrolled left at the end of 

the first-year. Breaking this down according to race as indicated above, disparities according to 
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race are sharp with 34% African, 39% coloured, 34% Indian and 29% of white students leaving 

at the end of the first year of study (Ellery, 2016, p.10).  

The CHE (2013, p.44) attributes challenges such as low graduation rates and others as 

highlighted above largely to first-year attrition, indicating that approximately 42 000 out of 127 

000 first years did not finish their studies in 2006 – which means that one in every three students 

who entered higher education in 2006 did not make it to the second year of study (CHE, 2013, 

p.44). When converted into percentages, 33 out of the 55% of the 2006 cohort who failed to 

graduate dropped out by the end of the first year of study (CHE 2013, p.44). What the statistics 

presented above show is the continuous racial disparities in terms of participation, completion, 

and graduation rates. The high attrition rate in the first year is attributed to the articulation gap 

with black
1
 students being the most affected, especially those from disadvantaged educational 

backgrounds (CHE, 2013, p.60; Scott, 2017b).  

The articulation gap, as pointed out above, is a thorn in South African higher education because 

it is a hindrance to student success leading to poor retention and throughput rates (see DoE 1997, 

p. sec 2.34 as cited in Scott, 2018, p.10; DHET, 2012). The Council on Higher Education (CHE) 

describes the ‘articulation gap’ as the discontinuity or discrepancy between the outcomes of 

schooling and the demands of higher education (CHE, 2013, p.60). This gap is also 

acknowledged in the Education White Paper of 1997 (see DoE 1997, p.234) as a major obstacle 

to both access and success affecting particularly black students. The CHE (2013) and Scott 

(2018, p.10) explain that the in educational inequalities that continue to affect students in higher 

education. Put differently, Scott (2018, p.10) explains that the articulation gap is  

… manifested in a serious mismatch between the assumptions about academic 

preparedness made by the universities and the actual knowledge and skills that students 

bring with them from their schooling. 

 

As highlighted above, the poor schooling system has been blamed for its inability to produce 

adequately prepared students (particularly for black South Africans) for higher education. As 

Mkhize and Balfour (2017, p.134) stress, “the education system in South Africa has not offered 

sustained learning as well as acquisition opportunities for the majority of the population … 

                                                 
1
 In the case of this study, ‘black’ refers to indigenous black and coloured. 
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throughout schooling”. Consequently, the education system shows two layers of schooling, 

functional schools (25%) and dysfunctional schools (75%) (Leibowitz & Bozalek, 2014, p.95). 

Dysfunctional schools tend to produce student who are labelled underprepared and perform 

poorly in higher education (CHE Report, 2013; Eybers, 2018; Mkhize & Balfour, 2017; Scott, 

2017a). The majority of South African students who are black attend schools that are considered 

dysfunctional in terms of where they are located, the quality of teachers, and the availability of 

resources (Bradbury & Miller, 2011; Du Plessis & Gerber, 2012; Eybers, 2018). Such students, 

as Eybers (2018, p.261) argues, “are unable to acculturate to these social spheres, including 

academic literacy practices”. Yeld (2010, p.175) adds that the poor schooling system perpetuates 

the inequities within the education system, which stem from the lingering apartheid system. As 

stated, this is unevenly skewed towards the poor blacks, an observation by Eybers (2018, p.254) 

who concludes, “… this reality coerces many black, South African students into a state of 

academic vulnerability”, leading many to drop out or not complete their first year. 

The notion of under-preparedness highlighted above carries not just political connotations but 

also reflects the impact of the country’s colonial and apartheid history on both access and 

success of students in higher education. Like other African countries, the South African 

education system, including universities, was established under colonial rule (and continued 

under the first union and then the nationalist governments) (Namakula & Prozesky, 2019; Scott, 

2017b). This historical legacy continues to be imprinted in the current educational and social 

landscape. For instance, most schools that cater for black students are still affected by this 

historical legacy and hence are dysfunctional (Bradbury & Miller, 2011; Eybers, 2018; 

Leibowitz and Bozalek, 2014; Yeld, 2010). Consequently, students who emerge from such 

schools and communities are academically challenged during their transition into university 

(CHE, 2010; Eybers, 2018; Scott, 2017b; Yeld, 2010), raising concerns around students’ 

preparedness “to engage productively with the concepts, discourse, practices and ways of 

thinking of the discipline concerned” (Scott, 2017a).   

Widening access to higher education has changed the student demographic profile but also 

diversity in terms of entry qualifications, learning experiences, literacies (see Clarence & 

McKenna, 2017; Namakula & Prozesky, 2019; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018; Wingate and Dreiss, 

2009; Wingate, 2015). The diversity exhibited in student demographic profiles as highlighted 
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previously has animated the challenges and/or demands that come with making education 

accessible to masses of people. This is affirmed by Chetty and Pather (2015) and Pather and 

Dorasamy (2018a, p.51) who write about the shift in student demographics and the challenges 

this has created: 

This drastic shift in diversity in enrolment demographics in South Africa’s higher 

education has resulted in students entering universities from positions of extreme 

inequality in terms of schooling, race, class, and financial and other resources. 

For Scott (2017a), adequate student preparedness is a catalyst to epistemic access and is critical 

to their ability to construct and critically engage with knowledge in ways essential for academic 

success. Therefore, for students to successfully become part of their academic communities, they 

“must gain fluency in the conventions of academic discourses to understand their disciplines 

…and to successfully navigate their learning” (Hyland, 2009, p. viii). For students who are not 

familiar with the discourses and university practices, this becomes a hindrance to their success. 

Thus, such students require academic support (see chapter 3 for detailed information on 

academic support), which could induct them in the ways of university knowing and doing.  

As aforementioned, under-preparedness in its many forms has implications for student success in 

higher education contexts. When it comes to student under preparedness in terms of literacy 

levels, this affects their academic engagement and success in higher education (Butler, 2013; 

Eybers, 2018; Scott, 2017a; Van Schalkwyk, 2008). Developing academic literacy is pivotal to 

epistemic access, success, and the attainment of a university education (Eybers, 2018; Van 

Schalkwyk, 2008). Academic literacies are considered key in enabling students to successfully 

access knowledge from their disciplines, and hence transition into and progress through courses 

(Bosley, 2008; Lea & Strierer, 2000; Palmer, Levett-Jones, Smith & McMillan, 2014). In their 

article “Why academic literacy is crucial for students”, Stanford and Richards (2018) argue that 

“students at university level are expected to be literate in very particular and very sophisticated 

ways and so just being able to read and write is woefully inadequate at tertiary level”. This 

emphasises how broad literacies are to include other practices, such as research, which are 

important at university level (Van Dyk & Van der Poel, 2013, p.46). For example, using online 

databases to search for relevant information, analyse, synthesize and then include it in their 

assignments (Van Dyk & Van der Poel, 2013, p.46). For a number of first-year students, such as 

participants in this study, these practices are foreign. They struggle to engage with information 
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critically and analytically and, as a consequence, cannot distinguish between opinions and facts, 

construct arguments, define key terms, and provide evidence for claims they make. As noted 

above, such students need academic support to assist them build on their schooling literacies and 

acquire literacies appropriate at university level (Scott, 2017b).  It is against this background that 

this study was located. It examined the efficacy of an embedded academic literacy support 

programme with the view to gaining insight into the social and cultural conditions of the 

programme that shapes first year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy practices and the impact this 

has on their success or failure.   

 1.3 The context of this research  

The changing space of academic literacy support in South Africa is the context of my study 

which examines the efficacy of an embedded academic support programme (Write Up Read Up 

WURU onwards) at a research intense university in South Africa at the Witwatersrand School of 

Education. As a response and as one in a number of initiatives, the programme was established to 

address student academic literacy needs.  Indeed, the need for such a response by Faculties and 

Schools is reflected in the University’s admission policy that states:  

Once a student is admitted to the University, the University undertakes to provide 

whatever educational support may be reasonably expected for him or her to have equal 

access to academic success. With this in mind, we will also attempt to foster a richly 

inclusive and welcoming institutional culture, and to conduct regular reviews of 

curricula, programmes, and pedagogy, to make sure that these too take account of the 

diversity we wish to foster (University of Witwatersrand Admission Policy, 2017). 

From the above, it is clear that the university acknowledges the importance of academic support 

to facilitate students’ academic success once they are admitted. The university also recognises 

the importance of creating a space that welcomes diversity given the diverse student 

demographics. Consequently, the university is aware how its structures and cultural practices 

such as teaching and learning practices and the curriculum can act as enablers or as constraints to 

student success and thus commits itself:  

… [t]o improve completion rates and support excellence, the University commits itself to 

linking its admissions policy to an increasing focus on teaching and learning practices, 

and on academic development programmes at Faculty and School level designed to 

significantly improve the study, writing, argumentation, and research skills of all students 

across all programmes (University of Witwatersrand Admission Policy, 2017).    



7 

 

The two quotations above show the university’s awareness of the importance of academic 

support in facilitating not just epistemic access but also the role of academic support in 

improving completion rates, which has been a national concern (see section 1.2). Through the 

Review of Teaching and Learning Plan 2015-2019 again, the university committed itself to 

working together with the students to provide support structures to enable them to succeed. It is 

also evident from the above that the university looks at academic support as a means to mitigate 

students’ failure and dropout rates (Wits Review of Teaching and Learning Plan, 2019).  

The programme under study is part of the university’s response and commitment to ensure that 

students have physical and as well as epistemic access to enable them to succeed. What sets this 

programme apart from other academic support structures is that it is designed specifically for 

Education students and is not a generic academic literacy programme where students are given 

tips and ideas in a decontextualised fashion. Instead, this programme integrates academic 

literacies (see definition of academic literacy in section 2.5) within a specific course within the 

Teacher Education programme. More specifically, it is embedded in an Education Studies course 

(see detailed description of WURU in section 7.2.2). This study seeks to understand the efficacy 

of such an approach to academic literacy and seeks to gain insight into how it shapes students’ 

academic literacy practices. Thus, unlike dominant approaches to teaching academic literacy (see 

section 2.2, and 2.3) that often are decontextualised and skills-focused, this programme was 

contextualised and embedded into a specific course and was geared towards competency 

development using real content students needed to master. Through applying a social realist 

framework, this study, examines the efficacy of the approach and content of the programme in 

shaping students’ literacy practices. More specifically, this study examines the social and cultural 

conditions of the programme that shape academic literacy practices of a group of first year B.Ed 

students. 

1.3.1 Academic intervention/support  

Eybers (2015) comments that academic support is not unique to South Africa, with countries 

such as Australia having also implemented such interventions in higher education. Eybers (2015) 

gives an example of Flinders University in Adelaide which introduced the Indigenous 

Admissions Scheme, designed to enable Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who do not 

have the opportunity to gain entry to university by traditional means (Eybers, 2015). Thus, as 
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will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3, academic support has been in existence in South 

Africa for quite some time and has ranged from bridging courses to foundation courses, 

orientation sessions, curriculum extended programmes, academic counselling, language support 

programmes, non-academic support programmes, study skills courses, mentoring programmes 

and peer support programmes (Adams, 2006). Some of these academic support programmes such 

as extended and foundation programmes are credit-bearing (Adams, 2006, p.16). Some support 

programmes identify needs such as academic under-preparedness and some focus on students’ 

social and emotional needs (Adams, 2006, p.16). The Council on Higher Education (CHE 2007, 

p.43) writes about the role of foundation and extended studies support programmes and states 

that: 

foundational provision, in the form of foundation courses and other interventions 

integrated into what have become known as ‟extended” degree and diploma programmes, 

has the express aim of enabling talented students from disadvantaged educational 

backgrounds to build sound academic foundations for succeeding in their programme of 

choice. 

 

The intervention programme on which the study is based is a non-credit bearing academic 

literacy support programme and was initiated to address challenges first year B.Ed. students 

would encounter as they transition into university. Research has shown that decontextualised 

academic support programmes have not been effective in addressing student needs in terms of 

academic literacy practices that would enable them cope with university academic demands (see 

Boughey, 2002; Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Clark-Unite, 2007; Haggis, 2003; Lea & Street, 

1998; McKenna, 2003; Niven, 2012; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018; Wingate & Dreiss, 2009; 

Wingate, 2007; 2015; Wingate, Andon & Cogo, 2011). For this reason, there has been 

recognition that to help students gain epistemic access to their discipline discourses, academic 

support should be embedded into the discipline or subject. Black and Rechter (2013, p.460) 

define embedding academic literacy as “the process of building academic research, reading, and 

writing into the curriculum and linking it to discipline content and assessment”. WURU, as 

highlighted in the previous section, is an embedded intervention programme designed and 

implemented at the School of Education to help first year education students acquire academic 

literacy practices that would enable them cope with the academic demands of their degrees. The 

reason for embedding the programme into Education Studies was to enabled students develop an 
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understanding of the relationship academic literacies and knowledge construction’ in academic 

disciplines ( Somerville & Crème, 2005, p.18; Wingate et al., 2011). Thus, this study aimed to 

contribute to the conversation around the importance of embedding academic literacy 

intervention into disciplines because it gives students an opportunity to engage with relevant 

literacy practices within their discourse community (Gee, 1990).  

The novelty of the programme is that it is designed for education students, and no one has looked 

at the efficacy of such a programme from a social realist perspective and that is what my thesis is 

trying to do. The rationale for focusing on first year students is imperative because they are 

entering a new environment that has its own set of values, norms and practices that they need to 

acquire and embody for them to successfully navigate through university. For that reason, 

examining how the structural and cultural conditioning within WURU enabled or constrained 

students provided insight into the efficacy of such a programme to student academic literacy 

development.  

The study employs Margaret Archer’s social realist framework to examine the structural and 

cultural conditions of this embedded programme and how it shaped students’ academic literacy 

practices (see detailed discussion of the theoretical framework in chapter 4). Thus, the study 

intended to examine the structural and cultural conditions within the support programme that 

created enablements and constraints and how these shaped students’ learning as they participated 

in the programme. The significance of this theory is that it allows one to foreground the support 

programme as the unit of analysis while using students and other key players’ (peer tutors and 

coordinator) voices to shed light on the efficacy of the project. In this case, the research 

participants provided a window through which to understand how the support programme shaped 

students’ academic literacy practices as they navigated the structural and cultural conditions. 

Methodologically, the study was situated within an interpretive and qualitative research 

paradigm.  

1.4 Problem statement  

In a university context, students are expected to go beyond simple reading comprehension 

(Stanford & Richards, 2018; Van Dyk & Van der Poel, 2013). They are required to use reading 

to independently build and create knowledge, to apply what they learned from readings, often in 
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the form of written work, and to solve novel problems (Conley, 2008; Stanford & Richards, 

2018). Yet, a significant number of first year students arrive underprepared and struggle to deal 

with the academic demands of the university. In his response to the Fees Commission 2017, 

Scott (2017b, p.35) writes about the challenges first-year students, especially in the field of 

social sciences, face as they try to meet the academic demands such as writing essays. Scott 

(2017b, p.35) argues that often these students have poor educational backgrounds, having 

attended under-resourced schools and are English second language speakers and hence find the 

task of writing a discursive essay a daunting challenge. For this reason, universities can no 

longer simply assume as in the past that when students enter universities, they are ready to tackle 

their academic studies (Nel, Govender & Tom, 2016; Eybers, 2018; Scott, 2017a, 2017b; 

Wingate & Dreiss, 2009, p.16). In his article ‘Core issues besides finance and access hinder 

students’ success’, Scott (2017a) writes about the assumptions held about students’ readiness for 

universities and the implications such assumptions have for university pedagogies. He explains 

that “any substantial mismatch between these ‘common-sense’ assumptions and a student’s 

actual preparedness creates an equally substantial hindrance to effective teaching and learning 

and blocks epistemic access”. This, Scott (2017a) argues, has implication for the kind of 

academic support provided to students which often tends to situate the student as the problem 

and in need of ‘fixing’. 

Van Schalkwyk (2008, p.ii) reminds us that while some students acquire academic literacies by 

virtue of their participation in the discourse community of the relevant discipline, this is not 

always the case for students who are less prepared for higher education studies (case in point 

students in this study). Hence, Scott (2009) suggests the provision of academic support to such 

students to enable them to acquire the necessary communicative currency which would enable 

them to engage with academic discourses. This is particularly important at first-year level to 

address the inadequacies students bring in terms of academic literacies when they transition to 

higher education (Scott, 2009). 

For Scott (2017b, p.35), to help underprepared students, it is important to embed such support in 

the curriculum in order to see substantial results. This study, therefore, focuses on an academic 

literacy support programme embedded in Education Studies 1 course (described later in the 
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chapter 6) put in place as a support structure for first year Education students to understand how 

responsive it is to students’ academic literacy needs and readiness. 

1.5 Research aim  

The aim of the study was to examine the efficacy of an embedded academic literacy support 

programme in shaping the academic literacy practices of first year B.Ed. students at a South 

African university. This was with the view to understanding factors that shaped their response to 

the academic demands of the programme.  

1.5.1 Research questions  

The main research question is:  

What is the efficacy of an embedded academic literacy support programme in shaping the 

academic literacy practices of a selected number of first year Bachelor of Education students? 

1.5.2 Sub-questions  

1. How do the structural conditions of WURU shape students’ academic literacy practices 

and agency?  

2. How do the cultural conditions of WURU shape students’ academic literacy practices and 

agency? 

3. What shifts, resistances and affordances are apparent in students’ academic literacy 

practices during the academic literacy support programme?  

4. What are the agential possibilities as a result of participating in the embedded academic 

intervention programme? 

 

1.6 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis consists of ten chapters.  

Chapter One: I introduce the study in this chapter. It sets the scene by providing the background 

and rationale of the study, the problem statement of the thesis, a brief description of theoretical 

frameworks, a brief explanation of the research design and methodology used, the goals of the 

study and the research questions.  
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Chapter Two: This chapter provides a conceptualisation of literacy and academic literacies in 

higher education. This discussion, therefore, shows how the conceptions of literacy and 

academic literacy have shaped academic literacy support programmes offered to students within 

higher education. 

Chapter Three: This chapter provides a contextual history of academic literacy support in SA. In 

this case, chapter reviews  literature on discourses that have shaped academic support 

programmes in higher education. Thus, this literature situates the study within the field of 

academic development in higher education.  

Chapter Four: In this chapter I discuss the theoretical framework which underpinned the study 

and helped me make sense of what emerged from the data. The study is informed by a social 

realist ontology which provided theoretical lenses through which the data could be analysed, 

explained, and understood.  

Chapter Five:  In this chapter I discuss the research design of the study. The focus in this chapter 

is on the methodological decisions made for the study. I discuss the research design approach 

adopted, how data was collected through interviews, how observations were conducted, and the 

use of reflective journals and document analysis. The chapter also discusses how the data was 

analysed, ethical considerations, and trustworthiness of the study. 

Chapter Six: This chapter is the first of four chapters on data presentation. In this chapter, I 

present a contextual profile of students’ prior literacy practices before their participation in the 

support programme. The findings presented in this chapter thus shed light on literacy practices 

students possessed as they transitioned into university and how these enabled or constrained 

them when engaging with academic writing at the university level. It should also be noted that 

the selection and sequencing of data chapters (6-9) is shaped by the theoretical framework, 

proceeding in ways that reflect Archer’s morphogenetic cycle.  

Chapter Seven: This chapter is the second of the four chapters on data presentation. The chapter 

provides the contextual profiling of WURU situating it in the broader context of the university. 

In the chapter I discuss the structural and cultural conditions that students encountered as they 

participated in WURU.  
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Chapter Eight: This is the third chapter of data presentation. The focus in this chapter is on 

social-cultural interaction (T2-T3) drawing on students’ perceptions and experiences of WURU. 

These perceptions and experiences provide insight into how WURU shaped students’ academic 

literacy practices.  

Chapter Nine: This is the fourth and last chapter of data presentation. This is the continuation of 

Chapter 8 focusing the elaboration or reproduction of the morphogenesis as result of 

participation in WURU.  

Chapter Ten: This chapter draws conclusions on the overall findings in relation to the main 

research question, theoretical framework and literature review. It makes recommendations with 

respect to identified challenges and opportunities in the provision of an embedded academic 

literacy intervention programme.  Importantly, the chapter highlights the key contributions of the 

study and implications of the key findings.  

1.7 Summary of the chapter 

This chapter laid the basis for this study by providing a background, context of the study, 

rationale, problem statement, research aims and questions and then how the thesis is structured. 

The next chapter presents the conceptual framework of the study. In the chapter I provide a 

detailed discussion of the main concepts of the study but also situate this study within existing 

debates on academic development and literacy in higher education. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CONCEPTUALISING LITERACY AND ACADEMIC 

LITERACY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

2.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter presented an overview and the focus of the overall study. This chapter 

builds on what has been discussed in the previous chapter by foregrounding literacy and by 

implication academic literacy as a key concept in the study. The chapter is grounded within 

scholarly debates on the concept of literacy and hence presents two competing perspectives of 

literacy: either as a skill or as social practice. In first section, I discuss the dominant discourses 

and models of literacy. This section of the chapter focuses on literacy as a skill and thus draws 

on the autonomous model as presented by Lea and Street (1998) and Street (2006).  

The second section situates literacy as a social practice underpinned by a social cultural 

approach. Following Hillary Janks’ (2010) stance, this study acknowledges the importance of 

literacy as a skill; however, given the ontological view of this study, a social practice view of 

literacy is preferred. This section offers a window into how the dominant discourse of literacy as 

a skill is challenged drawing on the work of Brian Street (2006, p.2) and the New Literacy 

Studies movement. In critically analysing the dominant discourses that shape literacy, this 

section provides a conceptual reason for examining the intervention programme (WURU). Thus, 

the chapter ends the discussion presenting the reasons why the Wits School of Education took 

the stance of using an embedded model for academic support.  

2.2 Dominant discourses and models on literacy  

Debates on literacy demonstrate that there are contrasting and competing views on what literacy 

is and represents (See Barton, 2007; Boughey, 2000; Gee, 1996; Ivanič, 2004; Janks, 2010; 

Street & Lefstein, 2007; Papen, 2016). These debates are shaped by different perspectives and 

theoretical orientations grounded in different disciplines and discourses such as psychology, 

social linguistics, sociology, anthropology, etc. (Baynham, 1995; Gee, 1990; Holm, 2004). These 

different perspectives about literacy have created what Janks (2010) refers to as the ‘literacy 

wars’. Given this backdrop, Street and Lefstein (2007) comment that it is difficult to understand 

the term [literacy] and its uses unless we penetrate these contested spaces (p. 34). Street (1996, 
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2003) argues that what constitutes literacy depends on how, when and where the concept is used 

or applied. The ways in which literacy is defined have contributed to debates about academic 

support in higher education and how to best understand, structure, and create development 

opportunities for students as I discuss in chapter 3. As highlighted in the introduction, this 

chapter conceptualises literacy in order to locate the discussion on academic literacy within the 

larger discourses on literacy, all of which have implications for conceptions, models, structure 

and content of programmes. 

2.3 Literacy as a set of skills and the autonomous model  

A school of thought exists that defines literacy as a skill to be developed and acquired without 

taking into account the context in which skills will be practised. Importantly, this understanding 

presupposes that skills are generic, neutral, can be learned outside the context in which practice 

takes place and require individual cognitive abilities. The assumption is that, once acquired, 

skills are transferable to other contexts (Barton, 2007; Lea & Street, 1998; Street, 1995, Wilmot 

and Lotz-Sisitka, 2015).  

Conceptualising literacy in this way creates an unhelpful binary perception of students as literate/ 

illiterate. Further, viewing literacy from this perspective “masks the inextricable ways in which 

literacy is intertwined with issues of access, ownership, and power” (Hernandez-Zamora, 2015, 

p.8). The autonomous model results from the above understanding of literacy. Hernandez-

Zamora (2015, p.8) explain that the autonomous model “situates literacy in the individual person, 

rather than in society” and conceives of literacy as a “measurable and inherently ennobling 

skill”, devoid of context. Such a model has shaped responses to academic literacy support in 

higher education (see section 3.3 for more discussion on this), with support often structured as 

“separate to, or outside of, the discipline, focusing on language ‘skills’ and surface features of 

writing, such as grammar, punctuation etc. rather than on the process of writing” (Wilmot & 

Lotz-Sisitka, 2015, p.5). As I show later on in section 3.3, this view of literacy underpins the 

study skills approaches to academic support and continues to be the dominant framework used in 

academic support initiatives in higher education contexts. Skills are assumed to be “the same 

across all situations”, devoid of student contextual realities, and they “can be added to 

piecemeal” (Barton, 2007, p.163). Students who pass or fail are assumed to do so based on their 
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“… their inherent skills or attributes” (Wilmot & McKenna, 2018, p.4). The student in other 

words, is as Boughey and McKenna (2016, p. 969) describe, a “decontextualized learner” 

positioned as separate from their social context. The decontextualisation of literacy practices as 

indicated above continues to hold sway in education reforms, literacy programmes, campaigns 

and academic support programmes across the globe (see Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Boughey, 

2013; Clarence & McKenna, 2017; Lillis & Tuck, 2016; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018). These 

academic literacy support structures tend to employ a study skills approach and are often generic 

and decontextualised aimed at fixing student “deficiencies" (Clarence & McKenna, 2017, p.39) 

to “correct students’ deficient writing, usually using methods to teach essay writing as a kind of 

formula (for example, the structure: introduction, three to five paragraphs of main text, 

conclusion, references)”. These deficit discourses or approaches to literacy foreground students 

and their language skills as the problem that needs to be fixed (see Boughey, 2002; Boughey & 

McKenna, 2016; Lea & Street, 1998; McKenna, 2004; Wingate, 2007).  

2.3.1 Critiques of the autonomous model 

Critiques of the model begin with the realisation that, as Street (2001, p.77) puts it, this way of 

seeing literacy involves “simply imposing western conceptions of literacy onto other cultures, or, 

within a country, those of one class or cultural group onto others”. By focusing on skills, the 

autonomous model overlooks the importance of social, cultural, and historical contexts in which 

people (students) make meaning and use literacy practices (Hernandez-Zamora, 2015, p.5) which 

has continued to influence how literacy practices (and academic support) are problematized and 

addressed in higher education institutions. This view of literacy does not take into account the 

influence of space and time on literacy practices and that these are not constant or applied 

homogeneously even in the same geographic locale. This view of literacy is not only limited but 

also negates the idea that literacies are “… multiple, contested, and socially constructed 

according to different, often tacit, agendas” (Clarence & McKenna, 2017, p.40).  

The result from the “study skills” type of generic academic literacy support is that support is 

often offered to students outside their discipline or in contexts that do not pay attention to the 

situatedness of literacy and its practices. Hence, these kinds of academic literacy support 

programmes offered to students do not neglect to take into consideration that reading and writing 
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in a university setting differ from discipline to discipline. This has implications for students’ 

identity (Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018). These programmes, as I show 

later on in chapter 3, tend to “rely on top-down, hierarchical models of instruction, and therefore 

deny both space for students to negotiate their changing identities and any sense of authority and 

control over their own learning” (Wilmot & McKenna, 2018, p.3). Discourses based on the 

autonomous model mistakenly interpret poor student retention and success rates as a result of 

students’ lack of “neutral English language and literacy skills” (Wilmot & McKenna, 2018, p.1). 

Students are thus denied access to a “powerful mode of using language” (Boughey & McKenna, 

2016, p.2) and as such continue to lag in the system.  

The criticisms presented above led to a paradigm shift in the way literacy is viewed from a skills-

based approach towards a view that places social and cultural context at the heart of its 

explanation. Thus, a socio-cultural explanation was proffered by proponents such as Brian Street 

(1984) and Gee (1990) as I discuss below.  

2.4 Literacy from a socio-cultural perspective and the ideological model  

Street (2007) argues that literacy is more than reading and writing because the ways in which 

people address reading and writing are themselves rooted in conceptions of knowledge, identity, 

and being. The ideological model works from the assumption that literacy is a social practice. 

Practices such as reading and writing are best understood as things people do in relation to texts 

which “emerge out of a set of beliefs and values common to particular communities about what it 

is appropriate to do” (Boughey & McKenna, 2016, p.3 emphasis in original). This viewpoint 

shifts focus from understanding literacy in a singular form to a pluralistic understanding of 

literacy (literacies) (see Boughey & McKenna, 2016). Literacies are understood to vary from one 

culture or sub-group to another and take into account that users are embedded in relations of 

power and struggle over resources (Street, 1984, p.28). Literacy is viewed as a practice that is 

“embedded in socially constructed epistemological principles” (Street, 2003, p.77), leading to the 

observation that it is time and space bound and embedded in social relationships (Boughey & 

McKenna, 2016; Street, 1984, 1996, 2003). Thus, as Wilmot and Lotz-Sisitka (2015, p.6) point 

out, literacy practices are “often contested sites of struggle for dominance”. For this reason, 

literacy practices can best be understood in the context in which they take place (Boughey & 
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McKenna, 2016; Lea & Street, 1998; Janks, 2010; Street; 1984, 1995, 2003; Wilmot & Lotz-

Sisitka, 2015; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018).  

The New Literacy Studies Movement (NLS onwards) is credited for championing a sociocultural 

view of literacy, challenging the narrow and deficit views of literacy discussed in the previous 

section (see Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Clarence & McKenna, 2017; Gee, 1996, 2015; 

Hernandez-Zamora; 2015; Lillis and Tuck; 2016; Lillis, 2001; Papen, 2016; Street, 1996, 2003; 

Wilmot & Lotz-Sisitka, 2015; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018). By challenging autonomous 

discourses of literacy practices, the ideological viewpoint “brings into question the nature of 

institutional culture and who it is that gets access to powerful knowledge, and how” (Wilmot & 

McKenna, 2018, p.2). The ideological model, as I will discuss in section 3.3, shaped the 

discourses of the academic development programme phase of academic literacy support in higher 

education because it allowed those involved to question “individualised, psychologized 

approaches to learning and normative assumptions about academic writing” (Boughey, 2012; 

Haggis, 2003; Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis & Tuck, 2016, p.31). By questioning these kinds of 

approaches to academic literacies, the gaze was turned on institutions and their practices and 

how these constrain or enable students’ learning (Lillis & Tuck, 2016, p.31). 

2.5 Conceptions of academic literacy  

Academic literacy is complex and for this reason there is no universally accepted definition of 

the term. It is framed differently in various disciplinary fields and subfields, including applied 

linguistics and sociolinguistics, anthropology, sociocultural theories of learning, discourse 

studies and new literacy studies (Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis & Scott, 2007; Murray, 2010; 

Parkinson, Jackson, Kirkwood, & Padayachee, 2008). Parkinson et al. (2008, p.12) observe that: 

“[E]ven academic literacy, which is a more restricted notion than literacy as a whole and might 

thus be expected to be clearly one thing, is … interpreted differently by different groups”.  For 

instance, earlier definitions of academic literacy were limited to the ability to read and write 

(Gee, 2003; Boughey, 2013; Lea & Street, 1998). Defining academic literacy in such a manner 

has been challenged because it places the concept within a narrow perspective (Wingate, 2015; 

Boughey, 2013). In other words, academic literacy is much more than reading and writing 

because it encompasses other skills that include analysing texts, and interpreting, representing 



19 

 

and presenting information (Duff, 2014). For Afful (2007:2), the term ‘academic literacy’ itself 

conjures up all the multifaceted sets of complex skills that are required for a person to function 

effectively in various disciplinary communities in a university.  

Widin (2018, p.71) points out that the term ‘academic’ literacy is used widely within higher 

education in a way that “seems to imply there is a single form of legitimated literacy”. This 

usage reflects the tenacity the autonomous models hold on discourses in higher education 

teaching and learning practices. These still influence the way literacy is offered and taught to 

students as separate from the discipline.   However, due to the variety of expectations, norms and 

conventions across disciplines, the plural term ‘academic literacies’ should be used rather than 

just academic literacy (McKenna, 2004). Henderson and Hirst (2007) point out that using the 

term ‘academic literacy’ in singular form is misleading because it implies that only one literacy 

exists.  

The multiplicity of academic literacies signals that there are “many different literacies – some of 

which are constructed as having more value within specific contexts than others… This then 

accounts for the fact that quite different kinds of texts are valued in different disciplines” 

(Boughey & McKenna, 2016, p.3). Literacy is not monolithic as perceived by the autonomous 

model but multiple in nature (see Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Gee, 1996; Richards & Pilcher, 

2017; Wilmot & Lotz-Sisitka, 2015), associated with different cultural contexts, social 

structures, and modes of communication (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000).  

The pluralistic nature of academic literacies provides a way of looking beyond deficit 

perceptions (blaming cultures, families and/or backgrounds) of students and of learning (Lillis 

&Tuck, 2016, p.31). If academic literacies involve more than a set of generic, neutral, and 

technical skills, academic literacy support structures cannot be “quick fix” services offered in 

marginalised courses (McWilliams & Allan, 2014) “on the periphery of higher education” 

(Turner, 2011, p.29). Academic literacy practices are embedded in specific subjects and creating 

“subject-specific usage” of language practices. For example, the key ‘Essay’ and ‘Report’ “can 

differ greatly according to subject context” (Richards & Pilcher, 2017, p.163). Therefore, 

academic support programmes need to take multiplicity into account.  
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The shift to an ideological model as a challenge to the autonomous views of academic literacy, 

often used as a basis for academic literacy support courses, is known as the social turn (see 

chapter 3) because of its recognition as discussed above that academic literacies are social 

practices (see Boughey, 2013; Boughey & McKenna,2016; Wilmot and McKenna, 2018; 

Wingate, 2015). A central feature of the socio-cultural model is that, as Wilmot and McKenna 

(2018, p.1) argue, “it seeks to challenge traditional power structures” and in the process “turn[s] 

the gaze on academic institutions (universities, disciplines)” (Lillis & Tuck (2016, p.31).  

Academic literacies conceptualised as socially constructed practices are acknowledged to involve 

“sociocultural values, beliefs and power relations” (Scott & Turner, 2009, p.152). This 

understanding foregrounds "meaning-making, identity, power, and authority”, making it 

impossible to ignore institutional nature of what counts as knowledge in any particular academic 

context" (Lea & Street 2006, p.369). According to Wilmot and Lotz-Sisitka (2015, p.6) academic 

support structures have to take into account the power dynamics, a disposition, and the contested 

nature of knowledge. In this case, academic support programmes must build around a model of 

academic literacy as "more complex, dynamic, nuanced, situated, and involving both 

epistemological issues and social processes, including power relations among people, 

institutions, and social identities" (Lea & Street 2006, p.369). Becoming academically literate 

involves socialisation, in fact consisting of a transition from "outsider" to "insider" in the world 

of academic discourse (Jacobs, 2005). Gee (1996) notes that this means learning to be able to 

talk, think, interact with and value the literacies of that particular setting. Boughey (2000, p.281) 

agrees arguing that being academically literate “involves knowing how to speak and act in 

academic discourses” and that people will acquire such literacy when they participate with others 

within the discourse. 

These two opposing definitions and models of literacy have informed practice, policy, and the 

implementation of academic literacy support programmes in all levels of education. Each has 

shaped approaches to academic literacy support programmes, shaping structures and content in 

very particular ways as I highlight in the next section.   



21 

 

2.4.1 Implications of the ideological model for academic literacy support 

The understanding of academic literacy through the ideological lens has implication for the kind 

of academic support programmes offered to students. Academic support underpinned by an 

ideological model also draws on the philosophy of academic literacies to shape and structure 

their academic support programmes. This is because it acknowledges that there are multi-

literacies and the implication this has on understanding student academic literacy practices. In 

their paper on student writing in higher education, Lea and Street (1998) present three 

approaches that have shaped academic support in higher education. The first approach which is 

study skills is briefly discussed in section 2.3 and in chapter 3. The second approach is the 

academic socialisation model which builds on a study skills approach discussed above but moves 

beyond ideologies that conceptualise literacy and by implication students in a deficit format (see 

Dison & Clarence, 2017, p.7). According to Dison and Clarence (2017, p.7), the academic 

socialisation model debunks the “deficit conceptions of literacy development as necessary only 

for underprepared (largely black and poor) students in South African universities”. The academic 

socialisation model is evident in the academic development phase because the focus is on 

socialising students into “institution’s dominant norms, values and cultural practices” (Archer, A 

2011, p.143). Archer, A (2012) explains these to include “dominant languages, varieties, and 

discourses, modes of representation, genres and types of knowledge”. This is discussed in more 

detail in chapter 3. 

The third approach is the academic literacies approach and “It takes as its starting point the 

position that literacy is not a unitary concept; reading and writing—literacies—are cultural and 

social practices and vary depending upon the particular context in which they occur” (Lea, 2004, 

p.740). Curry (2004) also explains that academic literacy practices represent particular views of 

the world, uses of language, and ways of constructing knowledge within academic disciplines" 

(p.52).  But, as we have come to learn from research, the problem is not a deficit of the students, 

but a mismatch of the literacy repertoire students possesses when they enter universities. The 

ideological model of academic literacy thus explains why differences in literacy practices and 

cultural background might create friction or contradiction as students enter universities and are 

confronted with a range of new literacies which they must master if they are to succeed. Students 

who are not very accomplished in the academic literacies of their disciplines find this experience 
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challenging, and they may be marginalised if not provided with support that enables them to 

access and engage with such academic discourses. Boughey (2000, p.281) explains this well 

when she says that academic literacy "involves knowing how to speak and act in academic 

discourses".  Thus, a second implication of the ideological model is that academic literacies are 

discipline dependant. For this reason, academic literacy support must take into account that 

academic literacy practices vary between academic disciplines (Dison & Clarence, 2017, pp.7-8). 

The ideological model’s insistence on power dynamics also implies that universities can change, 

not only students. Universities tend to favour students who are conversant with the academic 

discourse and exclude those whose literacy practices do not match with institution practices or 

culture. Having the academic culture, in this case, means knowing the rules and regulations 

deemed appropriate for a particular university, department or discipline. For many “academic 

literacy is a hidden barrier that stymies their educational efforts” (Curry, 2004, p. 52). In the long 

run, students considered not to be academically literate may find it difficult to navigate through 

the academy and achieve their education goals (Hyland, 2009).  

The aim in this chapter has been to showcase different discourses that have shaped academic 

support over the years and also framed the academic literacy support programme (WURU) under 

investigation. WURU is underpinned by an ideological approach discussed above. The novelty 

of this approach is that it aligns with an academic literacies philosophy which understands 

academic literacy as a social practice. In other words, this approach foregrounds the importance 

of the context in which students engage in academic literacy, the embedded nature of academic 

literacy and acknowledges that literacy practices vary between academic disciplines (Dison & 

Mendelowitz, 2017, p.195). Thus, the academic literacies approach acknowledges the 

importance of student agency and voice in the development of academic literacies (Dison & 

Mendelowitz, 2017, p.195). For this reason, the aim of this study was to conduct an in-depth 

analysis of WURU to ascertain its efficacy in shaping students’ academic literacy practices. This 

is because it takes into account (a) the discipline, (b) student identity, and (c) space and time but 

with a real attention to the needs of students who come from particular contexts, social and 

cultural mediating factors that have not prepared them for the contexts they find themselves in. 
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2.5 Summary of the chapter 

In this chapter, I have set out to present the discussion on the conceptualisation of the notion of 

literacy and academic literacy as key concepts in the study. From the discussions provided 

above, it is evident that academic literacies are complex concepts, and this has implications for 

the way academic literacy support programmes are conceptualised, developed and structured in 

higher education. What this also signals is that becoming and being academically literate for 

university students is an intricate process and this has implications for their success.  

As the focus of this study is not on academic literacies in the wider and general sense, but on 

academic literacy support programmes, in this chapter I draw on how different discourses used to 

conceptualise literacy and academic literacies shape academic support programmes, including 

the programme under study. To address the main research question of this thesis, which is the 

efficacy of an embedded academic literacy support programme and the influence it has on 

students’ academic literacy practices, the current theories, trends, and methods in teaching and 

learning of academic literacy practices were also scrutinised. This chapter, therefore, offers a 

valuable understanding of frameworks that have shaped academic literacy support programmes. 

The next chapter traces the evolution of academic literacy support in South Africa with the aim 

of show this historical background has shaped WURU.   
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CHAPTER THREE: A CONTEXTUAL HISTORY OF ACADEMIC 

LITERACY SUPPORT IN SOUTH AFRICA 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter builds on the previous chapter by situating the study within the context of academic 

support in higher education. The chapter discusses discourses that have shaped the shifts that 

characterise the history of academic support in higher education. Thus, in this chapter, I trace the 

trends that have shaped academic support in South Africa foregrounding the approaches and 

practices regarding academic support and development offered to students. The aim as stated 

above is to situate the approach that has shaped WURU, the embedded nature of the programme 

and the motivation behind the Wits School of Education’s decision to take this route. 

The chapter examines academic support as a response to the widening of access to higher 

education in South Africa higher education and traces the evolution of academic support, 

foregrounding the discourses that have shaped shifts in academic support programmes in higher 

education. I draw on the work of Volbrecht and Boughey (2004) to shape the discussion on the 

different phases of academic support in South Africa.  

3.2 South African higher education context 

As highlighted in chapter 1, South Africa has witnessed a sharp increase in student enrolments, 

and university campuses have become more inclusive and diverse since the advent of democracy 

(Motala, 2017; Pather & Dorasamy, 2018). What is also clear from the above is the need for 

academic support as means to support students beyond physical access because their success is 

important for the country’s development and growth. This influx of students into higher 

education can be seen as a good sign that equity in terms of formal access has been achieved if 

we are to go by the enrolment figures. For example, the Department of Higher Education and 

Training [DHET] estimates that there was an increase in student enrolment numbers from 892 

936 in 2010 to 985 212 in 2015 (Department of Higher Education and Training [DHET], 2016). 

An interesting feature in the current South African student demographic profile, according to 

Pather and Dorasamy (2018, p.50), is the new racial imbalance in which black students’ numbers 
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are surpassing their white counterparts. However, some critical higher education scholars see this 

change as a redress of the past inequalities created by the apartheid system.  

While this current change in student racial demographics is commended, there are concerns 

around completion and graduation rates (see CHE, 2013). Students’ protests and research as 

discussed in chapter 1 highlight the continuous marginalisation and exclusion of black people 

from higher education and for those who manage to enrol they are faced with various constraints 

which hinder their success. Wingate (2015, p.13) contends that:  

Widening access to higher education has obviously not been accompanied with 

sufficiently understanding that student populations are now more diverse and less 

prepared for academic study and therefore need more support when settling into 

university than highly selected intake in the previous elite system.  

This view is corroborated by other scholars who also attest that the change in student 

demographic profile has brought more challenges than anticipated (see Clarence & McKenna, 

2017; Pather & Dorasamy, 2018; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018; Wingate, 2015). As highlighted in 

chapter 1 these are largely blamed on the poor schooling system (see CHE Report, 2013; 

Bradbury & Miller, 2011; Du Plessis & Gerber, 2012; Eybers, 2018; Leibowitz & Bozalek, 

2014; Mkhize & Balfour, 2017; Yeld, 2010). 

The challenges discussed above have compelled universities to create academic support 

programmes for students considered academically underprepared. Such students, Zipin (2009, 

p.317) argues, come with culturally inherited ways of knowing which differ from those 

privileged in the curriculum, and this creates challenges when they have to engage in teaching 

and learning. The challenges associated with diversity in student population means that some 

students (such as participants in this study) will need familiarity with the codes and patterns of 

multiple literacies to negotiate their academic and professional roles successfully. For this 

reason, the problems highlighted above make a compelling argument that, firstly, universities 

should shoulder (and they are) some responsibility to ensure admitted students are provided with 

adequate academic support/development that would guarantee formal access but also epistemic 

access (Morrow, 2007). Secondly, there is a need for responsive academic support 

programmes/supports designed to address specific gaps between students’ literacy and university 
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academic literacy expectations. In the next section, I discuss various approaches and 

methodologies employed to address the challenges discussed in chapter 1 and the previous 

section. 

3.3 Academic support programme (ASP) 

Universities internationally and nationally continue to experience high dropout rates, especially 

at the first-year level, low graduation rates, and poor progression and completion rates, all of 

which affect student retention and throughput (Paideya & Dhunpath, 2018; Van Schalkwyk, 

2007). Such challenges have also affected the realisation of access with success as intended in 

countries such as South Africa (Paideya & Dhunpath, 2018). This in the end affects the expected 

returns on investment made on education once students graduate and the economic contribution 

graduates can make. A closer examination of academic literacy responses indicates a lack of 

traction in the system that yields better success for students. This analysis reveals that, while the 

demographic profiles of students in higher education have changed, responses and academic 

support structures and practices have by and large remained static and for the most part remain 

traditional, fragmented, decontextualised. Wingate (2007, p.392) points out that “traditional 

expectations towards students have not changed, they are to manage their learning and acquire 

academic literacy independently”. To a certain extent this has changed because universities, 

educationalists, policy makers, and academic development practitioners all realise students enter 

universities with diverse needs. Thus, these expectations of students need to change and support 

needs to be tailored to their needs for them to succeed.  

Traditionally, universities established particular kinds of academic support structures and 

programmes based on kinds of understanding of students’ learning, knowledge, literacy in 

general and academic literacy in particular. Writing about academic support in the UK and US, 

Parry (2002, p.27) explains that study support was driven by government initiatives established 

in universities aimed to “provide additional academic support and counselling to reduce on the 

number of students failing”. Hallet (2013, p.518) defines study support as “structures… designed 

to offer additional academic support to learners beyond “the craft practices of teaching”. 

Coleman (2013) writes that the focus of these programmes was (and in some cases still is) on 

addressing “the perceived gaps and deficiencies of individual students as a result of the schooling 
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system and other socio-political and economic factors”. Such an approach is underpinned by an 

understanding that the problem lies with the student, with the programme geared towards 

addressing the gaps student have to enable them cope with the academic demands at university 

level (Coleman, 2013; Ellery, 2016).  

Scholars have argued that these earlier academic support programmes drew heavily from the 

psychology discipline in which learning, knowledge and literacy are perceived as purely 

cognitive (Ellery, 2016, p.13). Haggis (2003, p.336) and Haggis (2006 as cited in Coleman 

(2016) agree that learning and literacy in higher education have always been underpinned by a 

psychological lens perceiving them as neutral activities and often decontextualised (Ellery, 2016, 

p.13). Hence, academic support programmes in the early 80s focused on fixing the skills and 

knowledge deficits of students entering higher education (see Boughey & Niven, 2012; 

Volbrecht and Boughey, 2004). Ivanič and Lea (2006, p.9) write that in the 1990s “numbers of 

institutions began to offer fairly comprehensive programmes of study skills … [with] some 

attention to writing”.  Writing from a UK perspective, Wingate (2007, p.393) explains academic 

support offered at most universities followed what she describes as “a remedial practice of 

learning support, offering extra-curricular skills courses in student support units or study skills 

centres”.  Therefore, it can be said that earlier academic support programmes were underpinned 

heavily by a study skills approach (Boughey, 2007a; Lea & Street, 1998; Wingate, 2007).  

Furthermore, academic support programmes underpinned by this approach focused on helping 

students develop and understand master skills related to “reading, essay writing, or problem 

solving with generic, decontextualised courses implies that they are context-independent 

techniques that can be practiced in the void” (Wingate, 2007, p.394). Consequently, the focus 

was “on attempts to 'fix' problems with student learning, which are treated as a kind of 

pathology” (Lea & Street, 1998) and these were provided in a decontextualised manner 

(Boughey, 2002, 2003; Lea and Street, 1998; McKenna, 2004; Street, 2009). Boughey (2007b, 

p.7) explains that the skills-based discourse inherent in ASPs was founded on a view of 

“education and human action as a-cultural, a-social and a-political”, hence the skills that were 

perceived to be ‘lacking’ in students were taught independently of the disciplines (Boughey, 

2007b; Wingate, 2007). Due to the decontextualisation of learning and literacy, academic 

support structures were treated (and in some cases still are) as “ad hoc” or “adjunct” offered in 
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special units situated at the peripheral and separated from the mainstream of university 

curriculum, teaching and learning (see Boughey 2003; 2010, 2012; Coleman, 2013; Haggis, 

2006; Lea and Street,1998; McKenna, 2010; Quinn, 2012; Warren, 2002; Wilmot and McKenna, 

2018; Wilmot & Lotz-Sisitka, 2015, p.6). Additionally, academic support programmes offered 

were primarily generic in nature focusing on skills (such as time management, revision essay 

writing, referencing, note taking and reading) and often taught outside the discipline or 

mainstream curriculum as described above (Street, 2003, Wingate, 2007, p.394).  

Academic support in South Africa has followed similar trends. Volbrecht & Boughey (2004, pp. 

11-12) describe academic support in South Africa in three phases and these include: - Academic 

Support’, ‘Academic Development’ and ‘Higher Education Development’. Although each phase 

is underpinned by different ideologies and discourses, they tend to overlap with each other 

(Volbrecht & Boughey, 2004). For that reason, Volbrecht & Boughey (2004, p.1) point out that 

these three phases are not “distinct from one another or actual periods of time but rather are 

indicative more of dominant discursive formulations in the field of Academic Development”.  

These are the autonomous model, deficit discourses, social justice discourses, the ideological 

model, and also more recently neoliberalism and the knowledge economy.  Thus, it is important 

to understand them in relation to each other, not as separate from each other. The emergence of 

academic support in South Africa, though slightly different to the rest of the world, has 

nonetheless been shaped by similar trends as described above. Scott (2009, p.25) explains that 

academic support programmes in South Africa “were initially modelled on North American 

minority programmes”.  

The first academic support phase (ASP onwards) emerged in the 1980s in white liberal 

universities (Universities of Cape Town, Natal, Rhodes and the Witwatersrand) “as an anti-

apartheid humanist project – to get the best black students, casualties of the Bantu Education 

system, into so-called ‘world-class’ white universities – to support them to succeed” (Luckett, 

2019, p.40). Scott (2009, p.28) describes this phase as imbued with ‘activist’ ideology aimed at 

helping black students access white universities. Luckett (2012) explains that the foundations of 

academic support (ASPs on words) positioned themselves as anti-apartheid focusing on black 

students as “victims … of apartheid and of ‘disadvantaged’ state schooling. This was a 

consequence of its origins as a political and moral project linked to the anti-apartheid struggle 
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and the right of access of oppressed black students” (p. 349). Thus, the move to admit black 

students and subsequently introduce academic support was politically motivated (Boughey, 

2007a; Luckett, 2012).  

The ASPs focused on students from the Department of Education and Training (DET
2
) schools 

who were considered not adequately prepared for university study due to their poor educational 

background (Boughey, 2007a; Boughey & Niven, 2012; Luckett, 2012). These were mainly 

targeted at black students because they assumed to lack the necessary academic skills and to 

have ‘poor language proficiency’ (Boughey & Niven, 2012). As a result, ASPs availed to 

students in South Africa as elsewhere in the world aimed to “fix or to compensate for students’ 

perceived lack of preparation for their higher education studies” (Coleman, 2016, pp.16-18), and 

to provide students with the necessary academic skills to cope with the academic demands at 

university level (Boughey & Niven 2012; Luckett, 2012; 2019; Mayet, 2016; Paideya & 

Dhunpath, 2018). The CHE Reports (2013 as cited in Mayet, 2016, p.2) call this aim of the ASPs 

a transformative agenda with the aim to “close the gap between racially and socio-economically 

disadvantaged learners and learners from advantaged backgrounds”. Dison (2009, p.2) 

emphasises that the focus of ASPs was to improve the “academic performance of ‘special 

selection’ students”. For this reason, these earlier ASPs in South Africa were tailored to provide 

“a separate safe space for addressing their learning difficulties, developing study and writing 

skills and clarifying key concepts and elements of content” (Warren, 1998, p.78).  

Although the ASPs in South Africa had this transformative agenda, it drew on the study skills 

approach described above (see Boughey, 2007a; Boughey, 2010; Coleman, 2013; Hunter, 1990, 

p.29; Quinn, 2012, Niven, 2012; Volbrecht & Boughey, 2004). ASPs aimed to equip to students 

with generic writing skills with an assumption that they could be applied or “transferred” once 

acquired by the students (Lea & Street, 1998, p.2). The ASPs in South African universities were 

thus provided to students as additional tutorial classes, language courses and study skills courses 

(Boughey, 2010; Coleman, 2013; Dison, 2009), all structured as “supplementary tutorial 

programmes offered concurrently with first year mainstream curriculum” (Warren, 1998 as cited 

in Kloot, 2011). These programmes were, according to Warren (2002, p.87), “usually of a 

                                                 
2
 This was what is now the DBE before 1994. 
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traditional kind (i.e., oriented towards coverage of subject content and transmission modes of 

teaching)”. They consisted of non-credit bearing courses such as bridging programmes, tutorials 

or workshops, language courses, introductory courses in science, extended first-year courses in 

specific disciplines, and foundation programmes (Kloot, 2011; Warren, 1998). The nature, 

structure and practices of early ASPs in South Africa and elsewhere in the world were often 

placed on the “margins of the mainstream academic activity before being allowed fully into the 

mainstream with spaces either side which further stigmatized the already marginalised group” 

(Tanyanyiwa, 2014; Warren, 1998). This meant ASPs were acting as “ad hoc” or “adjunct” 

courses focusing particularly on academic writing and language problems such as grammar, 

spelling, and punctuation (Boughey, 2010, 2003; McKenna, 2010; Quinn, 2012; Wilmot & Lotz-

Sisitka, 2015). Sheridan (2010, p.129) and McKenna (2004, p.101) explain that universities 

adopted what they call “assimilationist approaches” to academic support because the aim was for 

students to change and fit in or conform to the university’s culture or practices to assimilate into 

the university setting. In this case, structures are considered to be fixed not dynamic, with 

students as passive participants not role players in the structure or decision making of the 

academic support programme. Hence, the assumptions about the agency of students are that they 

are passive rather than co-constructors of knowledge.  

3.3.1 Critique of earlier ASPs and the deficit approach  

As highlighted above, academic support in this first phase both internationally and within South 

Africa focused (still does to some extent) on the student as the problem (Boughey, 2010; Dison 

& Clarence, 2017; Lea & Street, 1998; Lillis & Turner, 2001; Marshall & Case, 2010; McKenna, 

2004; Wingate, 2007) and thus was framed in terms of deficit thinking. This is evidenced in the 

way students were conceptualised and positioned as “disadvantaged” in the case of South Africa, 

“minority” in the US and “non-traditional” in the UK or Australia (Lillis & Turner, 2001). 

Therefore, as Marshall and Case (2010, p.492) argue, ASPs have contributed to the creation and 

pervasive use of an essentialised ‘deficit’ model’ of the student. This group of students is 

characterised as lacking knowledge, language proficiency and academic skills (such as formal 

argumentation, reading and writing) (Warren, 1998, p.77). In other words, as Townsend notes 

(2010, p.26) these students are not considered “literate enough” for university studies and 

consequently are “often marginalized by the institutional practices in their lack of familiarity 



31 

 

with the literacy”. The “common sense assumption”, as Boughey (2007b) puts it, is that the 

students are the problem and need be “fixed” to cope with academic demands (Clarence, 2011; 

Kloot, 2011; Tanyanyiwa, 2014; Warren, 1998; Wingate, 2007). Thus, the academic support 

provided to students is remedial in nature (Dison & Clarence, 2017; Lea & Street, 1998; 

Wingate, 2007, p.393), always tailored to address students’ perceived deficiencies in terms of the 

dominant norm (Coleman, 2013; Haggis, 2003; Kloot, 2011).  

As noted above, the introduction of ASPs was considered a noble cause on the part of 

universities. However, these proved ineffective in addressing student problems (see Boughey, 

2002; Clark-Unite, 2007; Haggis, 2003; Lea & Street, 1998; McKenna, 2003; Niven, 2012; 

Wingate, 2015). Wingate (2006) argues that a deficit model of tuition which focuses on ‘at risk’ 

or weak students, making sure they “adapt their practices to university” (Lea & Street, 1998, 

p.159), ignores students’ identities and agency as instrumental in learning. As Wingate and 

Dreiss (2009, p.15) argue, when writing is taught outside the discipline, students have little 

opportunity to understand what their discipline requires and what their tutors expect. This point 

is also made by Lea and Street (1998) that academic support divorced from the disciplines 

creates a disconnection and students then do not see the relevance of academic support.  

ASPs were also critiqued for teaching academic literacy and/or language in a decontextualised 

manner (see Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018; Wingate, 2007). Boughey 

and McKenna (2016, p.1) associate this tendency with the autonomous model of literacy 

discussed in chapter 2, which is often coupled with a discourse on the “decontextualised learner” 

who is divorced from her social context, so that “higher education success rests largely upon 

attributes inherent in, or lacking from, the individual”. These common-sense assumptions about 

students’ learning and academic literacy as Boughey and McKenna (2016) observes deny 

students the role of active participants in knowledge construction and rather positions them as 

passive recipients of knowledge. Once students transitioned into mainstream courses, they 

struggled to cope without structured support (Boughey, 2010; Luckett, 2012). The students who 

attended these programmes also felt alienated and marginalised by the setup of these ASPs 

(Starfield, 1999; Tema, 1986). Thomas (2012, p.12) writes about the importance of belonging 

and defined it as “students’ subjective feelings of relatedness or connectedness” to the university. 

For students in ASPs, this was not the case because they felt “othered” and/or “victimized” being 
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placed in these “special programmes”. Students felt their achievements, despite coming from 

poor schools, were not recognised or appreciated (Boughey, 2010; Tema,1986).  

Also critiqued is the foregrounding of the so-called English language problem during the ASPs 

phase (Boughey & Mckenna, 2016, p.2). Boughey (2010, p.6) notes that reading and writing 

problems experienced by students were usually understood in relation to their status as second 

language speakers. Academic support courses focusing on language were established with titles 

like English for Academic Purposes or English Second Language. These emphasised teaching 

writing skills to students (Boughey & McKenna, 2016; Lea & Street, 1998). This language work 

was based on a model of language as an instrument of communication or a vehicle for 

transmitting “pre-formed ideas and concepts” rather than a new language as a “resource for 

making meanings which draws on social contexts in order to make the choices necessary to make 

meaning” (Boughey, 2012, pp.66-67). Courses focused on generic skills such as process writing 

rather than examining the specific discourses required by individual subject disciplines 

(Mitoumba-Tindy, 2017). Students who participated in these courses were perceived as “needing 

remediation” (Mitoumba-Tindy, 2017, p.67). The critique levelled most often against ASPs, 

however, was specific to South Africa’s political and historical context. This was that deficit 

discourses became entangled with race. Vilakazi and Tema already in 1985 protested the 

positioning of black students as the problem. They argued that:  

Our greatest most fundamental error is the assumption held, stated or unstated that the 

problem is first and foremost with the black student or with most black students (1985, 

p.19). 

Critiques such as these have led to calls for new forms of student academic support that address 

the current demands of students’ diversity. For example, Haggis (2006) suggests an “alternative 

response” which is to “move away from the individualized focus on needs, deficits and ‘support’, 

towards a consideration of ‘activities, patterns of interaction and communication failures’, in 

relation to higher education pedagogical cultures”. The recent students protest also hinted at the 

need to move away from conceptualising of students’ learning as the problem (Mitoumba-Tindy, 

2017, p.69). This lessens the problem of placing responsibility for learning solely on students’ 

cognitive and intellectual abilities (Coleman, 2013). The criticism labelled against ASPs 



33 

 

culminated in the second phase which resulted in a shift from academic support to academic 

development (Volbrecht & Boughey, 2004).  

3.4 The academic development phase 

The transition from ASPs to the academic development phase (ADPs onwards) happened amidst 

policy changes internationally and within South Africa in terms of increased access to and 

participation in higher education (Lillis & Tuck, 2016). There was a realisation that as 

universities become more diverse due to increased enrolment of ‘non-traditional’ students a shift 

was needed from a narrow view to a broader understanding of academic support and academic 

literacy (Boughey, 2010; Scott, 2009; Vorster, 2020). Writing from the UK perspective, Hallet 

(2013) explains that there was a recognition that the study skills approach discussed in the 

previous sections and chapter 2 “does little to develop discipline specific academic literacy” 

(p.520). Shifting from study support culminated in the introduction of what Hallet (2013, p.520) 

refers to as “learner-focused support” with emphasis placed on the curriculum and 

acknowledging that the student population is diverse with diverse learning abilities and literacy 

practices. This support structure according to Hallet (2013, p.521) foregrounded students’ “voice 

and identity” unlike the study skills approach discussed in chapter 2 and the previous section 

which “serve to atomise and decontextualise academic writing from the discipline to which the 

student is attempting to gain access”. This shift also meant adapting teaching and learning 

materials from “generic to a discipline-specific” and academic support courses from “add-on 

deficit intervention to a customized and more integrated intervention” as Esambe and Mkonto 

(2017, p.124) write. 

In South Africa, the shift to ADPs was a response to the limitations identified during ASPs. It 

was now acknowledged that students alone were not the problem; rather what was needed was 

“student, staff, curriculum and institutional development” (Scott, 2009, p.22). According to 

Dison et al. (1996, p.28), “the adoption of the term ‘academic development’ was based on the 

understanding of the need for institutional change, as well as commitment to staff and student 

development”. The need was recognised internationally as in South Africa to rethink, redefine 

and reframe academic support structures within the university context given the changes 

happening in higher education. Vorster and Quinn (2015 as cited in Masehela et al., 2018, p.402) 
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write that “…questions were raised about whether academic development (AD) is responding to 

student challenges in legitimate, transformative and relevant ways”. Scholars such as Scott 

(2009) note that traditional ASP had failed to achieve the intended results, and this warranted the 

need for change.  

The shift from ASPs to ADPs was also a response to deficit discourses (for more details on 

‘deficit’ see section 3.3.1) (see Boughey, 2010; Lillis & Tuck, 2016). Scholars such as Mehl 

(1988) were the first to critique such discourses arguing that the first phase of academic support 

was "a case of the universities themselves being deficient, if the vision of a non-racial, 

democratic South Africa is to be realized" (p.17). This also meant admitting that universities 

themselves were underprepared to handle a diverse group of students admitted to universities 

(see Boughey & Niven, 2012; Scott, 2009; Voster, 2020). Thus, moving away from ASPs to 

ADPs had to do with the realisation that all students regardless of their background require 

academic support (Masehela et al., 2018, p.402; Scott, 2009, p.26). Writing from this 

perspective, Scott (2009, p.27) explains “it… became evident that equity would not be attainable 

until mainstream higher education curricula and teaching approaches developed the capacity to 

accommodate talented students from all communities and educational backgrounds”. This shift 

to ADPs also meant repositioning and reconceptualisation of students from deficit perspectives 

to “repositioning students as having agency and voice” (Dison & Mendelowitz, 2017, p.195). 

For scholars such as Boughey (2010, p.10) and Gee (2000) this shift signalled what they call the 

‘social turn’ (see also chapter 2 for more details). It was an indication that academic support had 

to move beyond “targeting poor language skills in black students” (Behari-Leak et al., 2018, 

p.405) and “the individual behaviour and individual minds to the social and the cultural and the 

way these are implicated in power” (Boughey 2010, p.10). This realisation, Boughey (2010) and 

Ellery (2016) explain, forced academic support practitioners to understand that knowledge, 

learning, and literacy are complex and not neutral as had been assumed in the first phase. This 

according to Boughey (2010, p.10) gave academic development practitioners leeway to draw on 

social theorists such as Gee (1990), Bourdieu and Vygotsky to underpin their practices. 

According to Boughey (2010, p.11), these theorists had an “understanding of academic life as a 

form of social practice to which some had more access than others because of previous social 

and cultural experiences” and also “that access to academic practice was only developed over 
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time through engagement with learning in the disciplines and through support which was 

embedded in those disciplines”. Therefore, under the second phase, it was important to move 

academic support from the margins and embed it into mainstream curriculum. In this case, 

context was foregrounded and recognszed as important, because learning and literacy are not 

individual mental activities taught in a decontextualised manner (Boughey, 2012, p.72), but 

social practices (see Boughey, 2012, p.24, Ellery, 2016, p.16). Unlike earlier ASPs that treated 

learning and literacy as separate from context and hence neutral, AD conceptualised learning and 

literacies as social practices in which context becomes important for learning (Ellery, 2016, 

p.16). Therefore, separating academic support programmes from the context as highlighted in the 

previous academic support structures would not yield the required results.  

This understanding also culminated in the realisation that “access to academic practice was only 

developed over time through engagement with learning in the disciplines and through support 

which was embedded in those disciplines” (Boughey, 2010, p.11). Hence the introduction of an 

‘infusion model’ (Volbrecht & Boughey, 2004) premised on the assumption that academic 

support programmes should be embedded into mainstream teaching and learning (Boughey, 

2012, p.71). Boughey (2010, p.11) argues that the focus during the academic development phase 

was to infuse academic support in the discipline and this would give students access to the 

dominant disciplinary discourses and practices.   

The discussion above indicates that infusion models were underpinned, firstly, by an academic 

socialisation approach (Lea & Street, 1998) and, secondly, by an academic literacies approach. 

The main focus for academic support programmes influenced by the academic socialisation 

model was to induct students into the new academic 'culture'. This, as Dison and Clarence (2017, 

p.7) explain, involved inculcating students into “new, and strange communities of learning, 

including but not limited to students whose home and school backgrounds were less congruent 

with the forms of writing privileged by universities”. The emphasis of the academic socialisation 

model was to orient students into learning how to construct knowledge and different approaches 

to learning (Lea & Street, 1998). Van Dyk and van de Poel (2013, p.48) write that academic 

support underpinned by an academic socialisation approach aims at helping students learn to 

“think and communicate like the discourse community they are part of”. In this case, an 

academic socialisation approach is similar to what Sheridan (2010, p., 129) and Mckenna (2004, 
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p.101) call the ‘assimilationist approach because “the aim is acculturating students into 

disciplinary or subject specific discourses” (Van Dyk & Van de Poel, 2013, p.48). Basically, 

academic support programmes that are framed within an academic socialisation approach focus 

on showing students “the ‘rules of the game’ they are expected to play by and are not assumed to 

be deficient if they cannot yet play by them” (Clarence and McKenna, 2017, p.39). The 

downside to the academic socialisation model is that it views universities as static and 

homogenous in nature, hence ignoring institutional power, practices, that have an impact on 

student academic literacy practices (Lea & Street, 1998; 2006).  

Despite taking on a social-cultural perspective to academic literacy and learning, the academic 

socialisation model has been criticised for positioning universities as static and homogenous in 

nature (Lea & Street, 1998; 2006) because, as Van Dyk and Van de Poel note (2013, p.48), 

“discourse communities are not always stable”. In essence the academic socialisation tends to 

ignore institutional power and practices such as the pedagogical practices, curriculum, course 

content and assessment practices that could constrain students’ epistemic access (Lea & Street, 

1998; Nyamupangedengu, 2017; Scott et al., 2007). According to Van Dyk and Van de Poel 

(2013, p.48) the academic socialisation model also “presupposes that knowledge is easily 

obtainable and once acquired transferable to other contexts”. For example, assuming that once 

students learn the disciplinary practices of Education studies, they can transfer that knowledge to 

other disciplines. This ignores the multiple nature of literacies and by implication multiple ways 

of making meaning (Carstens, 2012 as cited in van Dyk and van de Poel, 2013, p.48).  

According to Lea and Street (2006), this model fails to take into account language, literacy, and 

discourse issues concerning institutional production and representation of meaning. Thus, 

academic support programmes influenced by an academic socialisation model are criticised for 

assuming disciplinary discourse and genres never change and that universities have a standard 

set of rules in which case students can become academically literate once they have understood 

the rules governing a particular academic discourse (Lea & Street, 1998; Lea & Street, 2006). In 

this case, the academic support programmes influenced by an academic socialisation model 

failed to critically examine institutional practices (such as teaching and assessment practices) that 

continue to perpetuate inequalities which are is still a problem up today as highlighted by the 

students’ protests (see section 1.2 in chapter 1 for more details). Thus, the academic socialisation 
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model has been criticised for its ‘one size fit all’ approach because, as highlighted earlier, 

university practices are not static and they are bound to change depending on “political pressure, 

affordability, and sustainability…, economies of scale…, new developments” which… “bring 

about change and pedagogical predispositions transform reality” (van Dyk and van de Poel, 

2013, p.49) as discussions in this chapter have shown. 

The limitations identified in academic support programmes influenced by an academic 

socialisation model led to a paradigm shift in thinking about students and learning (Dison & 

Clarence, 2017, p.8). This shift, as Hathaway (2015, p.3) argues, required “relocating the 

‘problem’ away from the students and their supposed inadequacies to the task with its 

complexities and opaqueness”. This shifted the focus on Lea and Street’s (1998) academic 

literacies model discussed briefly in chapter 2. This model subsumes the study skills and 

academic socialisation model (Clarence & McKenna, 2017, p.39; Dison & Clarence, 2017, p.8) 

and acknowledges that literacies are multiple and carry different meanings in different contexts 

(Clarence and McKenna, 2017, p.39; Van Dyk & Van de Poel, 2013, p.49) (see chapter 2 for 

more details on this). Although this model is presented as the ideal in shaping and structuring of 

academic support programmes, including WURU, in practice this is not the case because of the 

cultural, structural and agential constraints within universities, within teaching staff and within 

students in which many of these academic literacy programmes operate (Dison & Clarence, 

2017; Clarence, 2019). For instance, Clarence (2019) mentions the contextual factors in which 

academic support programmes such as writing centres operate that tend to shape the practices of 

such programmes. Clarence (2019) argues that there is gap between theory and practice in 

academic support settings such as writing centres. This gap she argues reflects what academic 

support programmes such writing centres ought to do and what they actually do (Clarence, 

2019). Thus, many academic literacy support programme tend to draw on study skills and the 

academic socialisation model (see Dison & Clarence, 2017; Clarence, 2019).  

Fundamental to the academic literacies model is that it acknowledges universities as not 

homogeneous as presumed in the study skills and academic socialisation model but takes “into 

account the discipline norms and conventions and embedding scholars in the socio-cultural 

aspects of their disciplines” (Wilmot & Lotz-Sisitka, 2015, p.6). In this regard, university spaces 

and their disciplinary discourses or genres are dynamic and complex and, therefore, as Wilmot 
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and Lotz-Sisitka note (2015, p.7) they are not “merely a set of ‘skills’ one can acquire outside of 

their discipline or context, but rather that it is a socially mediated, social practice”. Thus, this 

requires academic support programmes to move beyond simply teaching skills and socialising 

students into an institutional culture towards a deeper understanding of the practices such as 

literacy (Wilmot and Lotz-Sisitka, 2015, p.7). This means acknowledging the linguistic 

differences in the student population, the context in which these programmes operate, and the 

resources available to enable the smooth running of the programme (Clarence, 2019).  

The academic development phase resulted in the “movement of AD work from the margins to 

the mainstream - a move away from seeing students as deficient to a critical examination of 

teaching and learning in the mainstream” (Boughey, 2004, p. 1). There was realisation of the 

value of embedding academic support programmes into the discipline. The implication of this as 

Boughey and Mckenna (2016, p.5) argue is “for educators attempting to enable epistemological 

access” (Morrow, 2009 as cited in Boughey and Mckenna, 2016). Consequently, this pushed for 

a growing vision focused on institutional transformation and the wider higher education system 

(Boughey, 2007a, p.6). Despite institutional transformation being the driving force for change in 

the way academic support should be structured and offered to students as discussed above, some 

institution practices remain the same and students are still expected to fit into universities 

(Nyamupangedengu, 2017; Scott et al., 2007). The same goes for academic support programmes 

which tend to focus on giving access to dominant practices without examining what and how 

these practices enable or constrain students. Many current academic support programmes 

including the programme under study operate within this phase. 

While the academic literacies model is currently the most favoured approach to shape academic 

support programmes internationally and within South Africa, it has also been criticised “for 

favouring a focus on the socio-cultural aspects of writing at the expense of the more textual, 

surface level features of academic writing” (Wilmot & Lotz-Sisitka, 2015, p.8). Wilmot and 

Lotz-Sisitka (2015, p.8) argue that the academic literacies approach tends to ignore the critical 

features of academic writing such as grammar, punctuation, coherent sentence construction and 

without these “the scholar will still be denied access to their discipline discourse”. Academic 

support programmes grounded in the academic literacies model views the nature of academic 

literacy as moving beyond skills and socialisation to include ways of knowing in the academy 
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and the transition from "outsider" to "insider" in the world of academic discourse (Clarence & 

McKenna, 2017; Jacobs,2005). Another criticism as explained by Wilmot and Lotz-Sisitka 

(2015, p.8) is that the academic literacies approach is impractical, especially when dealing with 

large groups of people. It also would not work in contexts that are not adequately resources 

because there it would be difficult to implement.  In a nutshell, it should be noted that the three 

models (study skills, academic socialisation and academic literacies model) should not be 

understood as mutually exclusive because they tend to overlap and build on each other (Lea, 

2004 as cited in van Dyk & van de Poel, 2013). According to van Dyk and van de Poel (2013, 

p.49) “all three models inform our research and teaching and learning practices”. 

3.5 Institutional development phase 

The third phase builds on ADPs because both are underpinned by a socio-cultural ideology for 

understanding learning and literacy. The point of departure for the third phase is a focus on 

institutional development with emphasis on efficiency and performance as a mechanism to 

improve student graduation and throughput rates. The first two models (ASPs and ADPs) 

Clarence and McKenna (2017, p.2) argue “(mis)understood poor student retention and success 

rates as emerging from students” and as such the “lack of neutral English language and literacy 

‘skills’ – essentially ‘deny[ing] students access to powerful modes of using language”’ (Boughey 

& McKenna, 2016, p. 2 as cited in Clarence & McKenna, 2017, p.2). It therefore became evident 

that to improve graduation and completion rates the focus should shift to higher education 

institution themselves.  

The institutional development phase emerged at a pivotal moment when the country was 

undergoing change (Dison, 2009; Quinn, 2012; Volbrecht and Boughey, 2004), for example, the 

restructuring of the South African higher education system from a fragmented and segmented 

system with 36 institutions to 23 universities under a single unified higher education system 

(Quinn, 2012; Boughey,2007; 2010). This change had implications for academic development 

because part of the vision for the unified higher education system was addressing learning needs 

of educationally disadvantaged black students through foundation programmes. There was a 

recognition that the focus of academic development should move beyond students to look into 

institution efficiency privileging university practices and this, according to Myer and Picard 

(2007, p.45), created “the need for changes in policy and practice within institutions”. Thus, as 
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Boughey (2010) and Quinn (2012) explain, the institutional development phase was mostly 

influenced by changes in the national policy context post-1994. One of the policies established to 

deal with issues of efficiency and had a direct impact on academic development was the Higher 

Education Quality Committee (HEQC) a quality assurance body established to ensure quality 

teaching and learning practices (Boughey, 2010, p.14-15). Critical to the third phase was the 

“construction of the work of the Academic Development movement as a resource for 

institutional efficiency in relation to teaching and learning” (Boughey, 2012, p.76). Thus, the 

foregrounding of institution efficiency was to serve as the mechanism in improving graduation 

and throughput rates and responding with the aim of producing a skilled workforce for the 

country (Tanyanyiwa, 2014, p.50).  

The discourses of access with success continued to dominate the third phase because it was still 

recognised that “…that access without success would be a meaningless achievement” (Scott, 

2009, p.24). Boughey (2010, p.6) writes that discourses framing the third phase were dominated 

by terms such as “success rates”, “graduation rates” and “throughput”. The dominance of these 

terms also influenced the way academic development practitioners constructed their work as the 

need for improved efficiency measured by increased throughput and success and graduation 

rates” took centre stage (Boughey, 2010, p.16). Consequently, the shift to focus on efficiency 

resulted in new forms of student academic support practices which are geared towards the 

improvement of graduation and throughput rates with a focus on institutional practices. 

Discourses associated with institution efficiency became privileged because of their association 

with students’ success and hence economic growth. Central to institutional efficiency was the 

emphasis on restructuring of the curriculum, teaching and assessment practices as well as staff 

development as a response to the new policy demands (Quinn, 2012; Myers and Picard, 2007). 

Writing from this perspective, Myers and Picard (2007, p.45) explain that the institutional 

development phase involved “the re-visiting and critical interrogation of current accepted 

teaching practices”. As such, Boughey (2010) explains that attention was shifted to institutions 

with emphasis placed on curricula, teaching, and learning approaches and improved assessment 

practices. Myer and Picard (2007, p.45) explain that it became apparent that “it is no longer just 

the student who is expected to change to meet the expectations of the academy; rather the 

possibility exists for the academy to change to meet the needs of the student”. Hence, with the 
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institutional development phase, curriculum and staff development were foregrounded rather 

than student disadvantage (Scott, 2009, p.27). Thesen and Van Pletzen, (2006, p.6) explain that 

during the third phase there was a realisation that “equity would not be attainable until 

mainstream higher education curricula and teaching approaches developed the capacity to 

accommodate talented students from all communities and educational backgrounds”. Thus, 

Volbrecht (2003) concludes that to achieve these changes in the curriculum, staff and 

institutional development had to happen.  

The foregrounding of efficiency had major implications for academic development work in 

South Africa because it was underpinned by the larger discourse of neoliberalism (Niven, 2012). 

This neoliberal agenda had implication for universities because it became apparent that the focus 

shifted to students’ success rates, graduation/throughput rates (Boughey, 2010, p.13). This push 

for South Africa institutions to improve pass rates, was ( still is) part of the neoliberal culture, 

where productivity and results are more valuable than time-consuming complex practices.  

 

3.6 Summary of the chapter 

This chapter has discussed the discourses that have influenced and shaped academic support 

within South Africa. As alluded to, the aim was to locate WURU and its genesis and 

philosophical underpinnings within the discourses. This discussion presented above has 

established that, despite the changes in students’ demographics, academic support provided to 

students still focuses on the student problems rather than the institutions and the role they play in 

constraining student success. As the discussions have shown above, universities need to provide 

academic support that takes into consideration student diversity and their diverse learning and 

literacy abilities. Universities also need to take into account the importance of the context in 

which learning takes place to meet students’ academic needs. The chapter also highlights that, 

despite the realisation that academic support programmes influenced by a study skills approach 

are inefficient, universities still rely on this model to as means of equipping students with the 

desired practices. The next chapter presents a discussion on theoretical framework. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

4.1 Introduction 

As indicated in chapter 1 my study examines the efficacy of an embedded academic literacy 

support programme and how it shapes first year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy practices. To 

be able to track and explain how WURU shapes students’ academic literacy practices, I draw on 

social realism to develop an in-depth understanding of not only student experiences of the 

programme but also the structural, cultural, and agential aspects that shape these experiences. I 

worked with the concept of morphogenesis to explain the change or lack of change 

(morphostasis) in students’ academic literacy practices that are observable as the students 

participated in WURU. The morphogenetic approach was useful in my study because it allowed 

me to understand what and how structural and cultural conditions within WURU enabled and/or 

constrained students and led to change or stasis in their academic literacy practices. Thus, the 

purpose of this chapter is to set out the social realist theoretical framework on which I draw in 

my analysis and discussion chapters. I give a brief introduction to social realism and then discuss 

Margaret Archer’s notion of analytical dualism, emergence, and morphogenesis.  

4.2 Social realism 

Social realism provides a framework for my study and has its roots in critical realism which 

builds on the ontology laid out by Bhaskar to explain how the social world works. The ontology 

that drives critical realism is that reality is out there and thus independent of people’ perceptions 

(Bhaskar, 1978). In other words, critical realists believe that there are invisible underlying factors 

that cause events or phenomena we experience as human being. For example, the nature of the 

relationship between students and peer tutors or lecturers can serve as an underlying factor in 

motivating students to learn or not. Thus, it is important to examine those underlying factors to 

see how they cause the events we experience.  

Social realism is in some ways a response to the problem of structure and agency in social 

science discussed later in section 4.2.1 of this chapter. For Archer, M. (1996, 1995) the social 

world is made up of three domains which are categorised into two the “parts” (which comprises 

structure and culture) and the “people” (agency). Each of these domains has the capacity to exert 
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influence over the other because of the causal powers and emergent properties they each possess 

(Archer, M., 1995). The “parts” (structure and culture) create conditions (enablements or 

constraints) which the “people” (agents) experience the moment they exercise their agency 

(Archer, M., 1995, 1996). Archer, M. (1995) explains that though these three domains are 

intertwined in real life, for analytical purposes they need to be examined separately and not 

conflated with each other to properly understand their interplay. For Archer M., “separability is 

the predicate for examining the interface between structure and agency upon which practical 

social theorising depends” (Archer, M., 1998, p.203). The causal powers and emergent properties 

of each domain can only be seen when agents decide to pursue their personal projects and then 

powers and properties act as enablement or constraints. In this study, structure and agency are 

understood to have causal powers and emergent properties (structural emergent properties 

(SEPs), cultural emergent properties (CEPs) and personal emergent properties) which interact 

when students pursue their personal projects
3
 (i.e., choosing to sign up for WURU, attending 

WURU sessions every week to learn academic writing and reading, etc.). These powers and 

properties can lead to change in students’ literacy practices or stasis. For this reason, Archer, M. 

(2007) proposes that the domains must be treated during analysis as belonging to different strata 

which can condition but never determine one another. For this reason, Margaret Archer’s social 

realist framework helps me examine the structural and cultural conditions within WURU that 

create enablements or constraints for students as they engage in learning about academic literacy 

practices.  

4.2.1 The notion of conflation 

As aforementioned Margaret Archer (1995) views the social world as separated into two “parts” 

(structure and culture) and “people” (agents). Each of the three domains has causal powers and 

properties, i.e., structural emergent properties (SEPs), cultural emergent properties (CEPs) and 

personal emergent properties (PEPs) which are independent and cannot be reduced to each other 

as some sociology theories claim. Some of the sociology theories tend to either conflate or elude 

the distinction between the “parts” and the “people” (Archer, M., 1995). This has been the basis 

of the long-standing debate in the field of social sciences about whether structure shapes agency 

                                                 
3
 Archer, M. (2007, p. 7) defines a project as “any course of action intentionally engaged upon by a 

human being”. 
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and vice versa or whether both domains have equal powers to shape each other.  What has 

resulted from this debate is a division in philosophical thinking which has created different 

explanations of how the social world operates in opposing positions (Lipscomb, 2006). 

The first perspective tends to accord structures primacy over agency. Danermark et al. (2002, p. 

179) call this the “social fact paradigm”.  In this paradigm human action depends on structure 

which determines what kind of role an agent plays in society. According to Oltmann (2010, 

p.68), “[T]his position could be dependent on age, gender, race, economic status, culture, level of 

education, job, social status and any other factor that differentiates positions within society”. 

Therefore, structures in this paradigm become the focus of investigation rather than agency in 

social sciences. In this case, social structures are the cause of human action and individuals are 

determined by society. Sociology theorists such as Levi-Strauss, Durkheim, Foucault, and 

Bourdieu have in some way committed what Archer, M. (1995) refers to as downward 

conflation. They have tended to foreground structures and culture and how these two domains 

alone enable or constrain human actions. For Archer, M. (1995, p.3) downward conflation 

reduces agency to merely the “epiphenomenal”. That means, agency or human action is 

determined by structure, rather than being independent and having causal powers to potentially 

influence and shape practice on its own (Archer, M.,1995).  

In contrast, the second perspective privileges agency over structures. In this case, agency is 

foregrounded and accorded powers to shape structure, downplaying the role of social structures 

in the process (Archer, M.,1996; Scott, 2003). Danermark et al. (2002, p.179) refer to this as the 

“agency paradigm”. In this case, the influence of agency is foregrounded in explaining social 

phenomena (Carter & New, 2004).  Margaret Archer refers to this as upward conflation of 

agency into structures (1996, pp.46-71).   argues that this perspective renders social structure 

“passive” and “incapable of acting back to influence individual activities” (1995, p.4). In this 

view, research should be focused on agency because structures are dependent on human action 

for their existence (Danermark et al., 2002, p.179).   

The third perspective diverts from the previous two, treating structure and agency as “mutually 

constitutive” and precluding the examination of the interplay between them (Archer, M., 1995; 

1996). Under this perspective, structure and agency are both accorded causal powers which are 

reducible to each other (Archer, M., 2000). Giddens’ structuration theory falls into this category 
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(Archer, M., 1995; 1996). Structure cannot exist without agency and agency cannot exist without 

structures. Thus, structuration theory conceives of structure and agency as dependent on each 

other for existence and therefore they cannot be separated for analysis (Houston, 2004, p.263).  

This perspective is guilty of what  (2010, p.234) calls central conflation because of “an 

inherently partial account of the systemic conditions of change and stability”. For this reason, 

Quinn (2007, p.22) argues that the challenge with central conflation is “the inability to answer 

“when” questions:  for example, when can agents be transformative and when can they only 

replicate things as they are?” Archer insists that to answer questions about when “the parts” 

(structure and culture) and “the people” (human agency) need to be separated for analytical 

purposes (Archer, 1996; Quinn, 2007). It is through this delinking of structures and agency that 

we can see how different structure and agency are and the unique powers that each possesses, 

and this can only happen through analytical dualism. This study draws on Archer’s ideology of 

separating the “parts” from the “people” for analytical purposes because this would enable me to 

examine how WURU shapes students’ learning of academic literacy practices.  

4.2.2 The notion of analytical dualism  

In contrast to the three perspectives presented above,  proposes the notion of analytical dualism 

as a solution to the problem of conflation discussed above (1996; 2010). Through analytical 

dualism, structure, culture and agency can be separated temporarily and their individual causal 

powers and properties examined and how they enable or constrain agency (Archer, M., 1995). 

Margaret Archer (1995) argues that this enables the examination of how each domain exerts its 

powers to shape the others. In this case, the separation of the “parts” from the “people” allows 

the researcher to examine the factors that shape human behaviours or actions and how actions in 

turn reproduce or transform the initial context over time (Archer, M., 1995). Archer’s social 

realist framework accords to both structure and agency powers and emergent properties that are 

different from each other and can only be activated when agents are in pursuit of personal 

projects (Archer, M., 1995, p.14; Carter & New, 2004). Thus, what separates social realism from 

other social theories mentioned above is that it is against conflating the “parts” (structure, 

culture) and the “people” (agency) because they are irreducible to each other due to the powers 

each holds (Archer, M., 2000, p.5). For Margaret Archer (1995) structure, culture, and agency 
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are interdependent in real life. However, to examine their individual emergent properties and 

powers (SEPs, CEPs and PEPs), researchers have to separate them so that they can examine how 

each shapes social life and to explore the interplay between them. Consequently, structure and 

agency should not be collapsed into each other because people have causal powers and properties 

that enable them to reflect upon their social circumstances and act to transform them. 

As indicated above, this study follows Margaret Archer’s ideology of separating structure, 

culture, and agency with the aim of examining how these three domains influence each other 

within WURU. The study specifically draws on the notion of analytical dualism and the 

morphogenetic approach to examine how the structural and cultural conditions within WURU 

shaped students’ development of academic literacy practices. Analytical dualism and the 

morphogenetic approach provide a way to examine WURU as the context in which students’ 

actions are constrained or enabled as they pursue personal projects (Archer, M., 2003, 1995). 

Using the notion of morphogenesis in this study enabled me to trace how students’ academic 

literacy practices transform throughout their studies due to their participation in WURU. The 

morphogenesis approach provided the means through which I was able to explore the influence 

of structures and cultures within WURU on students’ action while, at the same time, 

acknowledging the power of students’ agency to transform those conditions (Archer, M., 1995). 

Having explained Archer’s technique of analytical dualism, I will now discuss the four key 

concepts of emergence, structure, culture and agency which are central to Margaret Archer’s 

theory of social realism. These concepts as explained by Archer help us to examine and 

understand how the social world we live in operates.  

4.2.3 The notion of emergence  

A key feature of the relationship between structure, culture and agency is emergence (Archer, 

M., 2003, p.2). Sayer (2000, p.12) defines emergence as the “situations in which the conjunction 

of two or more features or aspects gives rise to new phenomena, which have properties 

irreducible to those of their constituents, even though the latter are necessary for their existence”. 

In other words, emergence occurs because of the interplay between agency, structure and culture 

(Archer, M., 1995). When structure and agency interact, these interactions, Archer writes, 

“generate(s) emergent properties which must figure in explanatory statements”, and thus 
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“emergence is embedded in interaction” (2010, p.245). The emergent properties arise from 

existing phenomena in time and are relatively autonomous, with independent causal powers 

(Archer, M., 1996). Margaret Archer (1995) argues that emergence can be 

either diachronic (across time) or synchronic (at a particular moment in time). This according to 

Knio (2018, p.400) shows the relationship between structural integration (the relationships 

between parts of a society or social system, i.e., structure) which emerges diachronically out of 

the actions of generations of agents, and social integration (the principles by which individuals or 

actors are related to one another in a society) which emerges synchronically because it is 

constituted by the relationships between the structural parts at the moment they form.  

According to Margaret Archer (1995, 2003), emergent properties, whether structural, cultural or 

agential, are characterised by “internal and necessary relations” that relate to resource 

distribution; their causal powers thus only exist in relation to material resources (Archer, M., 

2000, p.263). In other words, the relations Archer talks about are internal to the system which the 

system cannot do without because they are necessary for it to function. For example, WURU and 

students, students and peer tutors and these relations often relate to resource distribution in 

society. In this case, students are necessary for WURU exist and thus the causal powers of both 

exist in relation to the material resources.  

Structures such as WURU have causal powers and emergent properties “whose differentiating 

features are relative endurance, natural necessity and the possession of causal powers” (Archer, 

M., 1995, p.167). Additionally, students and peer tutors also have their own independent powers 

that are irreducible to structures (Archer, M., 2000). When students and peer tutors interact 

within WURU this leads to emergence of a new social practice with its own properties and 

powers that cannot be reduced to one another. In other words, the emergent social practice is 

irreducible to the sum of its parts (Archer, M., 1995). Since this study examines how WURU 

shapes students’ academic literacy practices, the concept of emergence is important because it 

allows me to examine the SEPs and CEPs as well as the PEPs that emerge during students’ 

participation in WURU.  
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4.3 Structure 

According to Danermark et al. (2002, p.78), “a structure is made up of a set of internally related 

objects; a certain structure may in its turn also be part of a greater structure”. For Margaret 

Archer (1996, p.1) structure has to do with “roles, organizations, institutions, systems”. Case 

(2013, p.31) describes structure as the “different roles in society and the institutions that sustain 

them”. Case (2013, p.31) continues, explaining that structure refers to “differential distribution of 

material resources in society… which includes other demographic markers which condition life 

chances such as race, class and gender”. For Case (2013, p.43) structure then has to do with 

“who has got the goodies” and these can be in the form of “material resources as well as 

positions within the organisational structures” (Case, 2013, p.43). Structures are imbued with 

causal powers and emergent properties (SEPs) which may “distribute material resources and 

positional, organisational and institutional powers differently” (Luckett & Luckett, 2009, p.47). 

In other words, structures have the power to condition agents by enabling or constraining them as 

they pursue what they consider important. In this study, structure would include the university, 

school, WURU, its rules and policies, the Education studies course with its rules and regulation, 

curriculum, the broader macrosystems such as race, class and wealth, and the positions and roles 

of students, peer tutors and coordinator as part of WURU.   

4.3.1 Structural Emergent Properties (SEPs) 

As highlighted above, structures are “…relatively enduring, anterior social objects that possess 

causal powers and are neither observable nor reducible to social interaction” (Luckett, 2012, p. 

340). These causal powers (SEPs) exist whether triggered or not but only act as causal powers 

because of interaction with human interaction. Margaret Archer (1995, p.77) defines SEPs, “as 

those internal and necessary relationships which entail material resources, whether physical or 

human, and which generate causal powers proper to the relation itself”. Structural Emergent 

Properties (SEPs) include institutional patterns, social organisations, and social classes, which 

are dependent on material resources, both physical and human. In this study, SEPs include the 

role of peer tutors, the Education studies course, and Wits University policies on academic 

writing.  
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4.4 Culture 

According to Margaret Archer the concept of culture has not been given the same status as 

structure in sociology. It is not so clearly defined and holds an ambiguous position. Margaret 

Archer states that “[w]hat culture is and what culture does are issues bogged down in a 

conceptual morass from which no adequate sociology of culture has been able to emerge” (1996, 

p.2). Archer believes that the reason for this is that “there has been a pervasive Myth of Cultural 

Integration appropriated by sociology from early anthropology, which perpetuates an image of 

culture as a coherent pattern, a uniform ethos or a symbolically consistent universe” (1996, p. 

Xvii).  

Margaret Archer (1996) defines culture as “all intelligibilia, which is to any item which has the 

dispositional capacity of being understood by someone” (p.180). As Quinn (2012, p.29) explains, 

“culture” then includes “the ideas, beliefs, theories, values, ideologies and concepts which are 

manifest through discourses used by particular people at particular times”. Culture is the domain 

of the meanings we hold, our belief, theories, and ideologies about the world we live in. As such 

culture in this study would include participants’ views, theories, beliefs, arguments and 

ideologies, discourses about valued knowledge, language, learning, teaching, the university, 

ethnicity, racial dynamics, students, academic support, academic literacy. Layton (2012, p.57) 

explains that these “cultural emergent properties (CEPs) distribute cultural resources and 

symbolic power such as ideologies and languages unevenly”. For example, students enter 

university positioned as either privileged or disadvantaged and this position is shaped by their 

schooling experiences and prior access or lack of access to the kinds of discourses and cultural 

‘capital’ valued at university (Layton, 2012, p.57). Students with the right cultural capital will 

succeed as those who lack will struggle academically (Layton, 2012, p.57).   

Margaret Archer (1996, p.103) makes a distinction between the cultural system (CS) and 

structural-condition (S-C) for analytical purposes because it allows us to examine the interplay 

between the two elements. The CS and S-C “are neither mutually exclusive nor independent of 

each other because they overlap, intertwine and are interdependent of each other” (Archer, M., 

1996, p.XIX). The CS entails ideas, beliefs, ideologies, values, and theories and arguments held 

by people which exist independently of whether or not people are aware of them, believe in them 
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or agree with them (Archer, M., 1995, 1996). In contrast, the S-C level consists of “matters of 

the interpersonal cultural influence” (Zenner, 1999, p.80). Margaret Archer explains that the CS 

represents the “the world of the products of thought processes” (p. 105) in which ideas stand in 

logical relations with each other. Those logical relations at the CS level exist as objective 

contradictions and complementarities independent of any reference to the S-C level (Archer, 

1996, p.106). The S-C level on the other hand represents “the world of thought-processes” 

(Archer, M., 1996, p.105), which stand in causal relationship with each other. Margaret Archer 

suggests that a good starting point is to differentiate the logical relations (of relevance to the CS) 

from the causal ones (of relevance to the S-C) and then “to conceptualize how certain properties 

of the “parts” and certain properties of the “people” actually combine at the interface” (1996, p. 

xx). While the CS is constructed by people, over time it is capable of constraining or enabling 

people (Archer, M., 1996). Examining the interplay between the CS and S-C requires a focus on 

how the contradictory and complementarity relations in the CS (“parts”) map onto relationships 

that are harmonious or conflictual at the S-C level (“people”). It is this interplay that gives rise to 

stability (morphostasis) or change (morphogenesis) (Archer, M., 1995, 1996, 2000). With 

regards to this study, examining the interplay between CS and S-C of WURU enables us to 

understand what changes or stays the same.  

4.4.1 Cultural Emergent Properties (CEPs) 

As aforementioned in section 4.2, the “parts” also include the ideational world which is culture. 

According to Margaret Archer (1995) cultural emergent properties (CEPs) includes people’s 

theories, ideas, beliefs, values and norms which are distributed within a cultural system. Cultural 

emergent properties thus operate in a similar manner to structural emergent properties, but in 

relation to necessary logical relations as opposed to necessary material relations (Archer, M., 

1995). Like the SEPs, the CEPs’ existence depends on the interaction between people and then 

act as an enablement to or constraint on people’s projects. In other words, the CEPs have to do 

with the meanings people hold and these can be different or similar views, ideas, theories, or 

beliefs as they interact with one another within a structural system (Archer, M., 1995). The CEPs 

in this study would include participants’ views, theories, or ideas they hold about what academic 

literacy is, how it is acquired, academic support and its role, views about embedding academic 
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support, views about students and learning, the kind of knowledge valued at the School of 

Education, the curriculum of Education Studies, and so on.   

4.5 Agency 

Margaret Archer views agency as the ability to take action or decisions on the part of agents 

depending on the roles and positions, they hold in the world. Like structure and culture, agents 

have causal powers and personal emergent properties (PEPs) which they use to respond to the 

enabling or constraining situations they encounter. Students have agency which they use to 

respond to conditions that could constrain or enable them. Therefore, a social realist study as laid 

down by Margaret Archer is interested in examining what motivates agents to act in the way they 

do in terms of their particular structural and cultural contexts (Layton, 2012, p.61). In 

undertaking this study, it was therefore necessary for me to have a clear understanding of what 

agency is and what empowers individuals to negotiate the properties which have the potential to 

obstruct or assist them in achieving their personal projects. Margaret Archer (2003) encourages 

researchers to acknowledge that while agents are shaped by society, they also have powers to 

change and transform society. Thus, for Margaret Archer (2003) agency is important in the social 

world, but we must also know that each individual is shaped by ideals and aspirations that result 

from our interactions with various forms of cultures and structures.  

4.5.1 Personal Emergent Properties (PEPs) 

Personal emergent properties (PEPs) represent causal powers that emerge in the context of the 

conditions created by SEPs and CEPs. Thus, PEPs are what agents use to deal with the 

enablements or constraints they encounter as they pursue their projects or what they are most 

concerned about. Margaret Archer (2000, p. 4) defines concerns as “commitments constitutive of 

who we are, which are an expression of our identity” (Archer, M., 2000, p.4). It is through 

reflexive deliberations that human beings as “active agents” prioritise their most important 

concerns (their ultimate concerns) and accommodate subordinate ones to devise a project (a 

concrete course of action). Through the internal conversations with ourselves over our most 

important concerns, we can have an impact on structure and agency (Archer, M., 2003, 2007). 

The mediation between structure and agency depends on the activation of agents’ powers and 
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properties as they identify personal projects to pursue. Margaret Archer (2007, p.7) defines a 

project as “any course of action intentionally engaged upon by a human being”. 

It is then that they decide on what course of action they need to take to deal with SEPs and 

CEPS. According to Margaret Archer (2003), agents use such causal powers because they aim to 

solve their personal projects related to circumstances in which they find themselves. In this 

study, students’ personal emergent properties would only be used when their specific concern or 

project, for instance wanting to write an assignment, is enabled or constrained by the structural 

(SEPs) and cultural (CEPs). Thus, as previously pointed out, SEPs and CEPs are dependent on 

PEPs to exert their effect as agents define or carve out through reflexivity what their projects are 

(Archer, M., 1995; 2003). Therefore, as agents reflect on what matters to them, they can 

anticipate possible constraints to their projects and strategically find ways around those 

constraints (Archer, M., 1995, 2003).  

This act of reflection is central to Margaret Archer’s notion of agency. The intentional aspect of 

agency is reflexivity, defined by Margaret Archer as “the regular practice/exercise of the mental 

ability, exercised through the internal conversations we all hold about our personal concerns 

(what we care about most)” (2003, p.9). It is the “self-talk” or “internal conversation” we have 

with ourselves as we encounter situations and seek strategies to deal with them. Thus, through 

the application of reflexivity, people can “design and determine their responses to the structured 

circumstances in which they find themselves, in light of what they personally care about most” 

(Archer, M., 2007, p.11). Margaret Archer (2007, p.13) argues that the “deliberative process 

involved … is emotionally charged rather than being a simple exercise in instrumental 

rationality, because … our emotions (as distinct from moods) are commentaries on our 

concerns”. These emotional charged deliberations result in PEP when SEPs or CEPs are 

encountered in the agent’s pursuit of a project (Myers, 2018, p.57). As agents encounter 

constraints and enablements, their PEPs are emerge, unlike the SEPs and CEPs that exist whether 

activated or not (Archer, M., 2007, p.9). 

According to Margaret Archer (1995, p.253), human beings are divided into three strata, namely, 

“persons”, “agents” and “social actors” and these are irreducible to each other because they all 

have independent causal powers. The persons are biologically defined because they are born into 

a context not of their own choosing. Mutch (2004, p.433) explains that persons are “biologically 
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embodied individuals, emergent from but not reducible to their material constitution” and are 

“involuntarily placed as agents ... as a consequence of involuntary positioning, as a result of 

demographic factors such as age and gender”. Margaret Archer (1995, p.201) emphasises that 

persons are placed in the social structures “involuntarily and emerge from but are not reducible 

to the material conditions that shaped them”. In other words, students and peer tutors, though 

involuntarily placed in the WURU social context, have causal powers to change or reproduce the 

social conditions in which they find themselves (Archer, M.,1995).  

The agents are divided into primary and corporate agents. Primary agents are groups who share 

common life experiences in the social structure. Primary agents have causal powers but are 

unlikely to use them; therefore, they represent people to whom “things happen” (Archer, M., 

2003, p.343) because they are often unable to act or articulate their interests. For example, 

students in this study can be classified as primary agents because they share common life 

experiences (see chapter 7 for details on this). Margaret Archer (2000) argues that we all start off 

as primary agents because being an agent only requires one to occupy a place in society’s 

distribution of resources, while being a collective means belonging to a group of people who 

share a common social status or life experience. For example, agency might be a group of people 

who are underprivileged or middle-class families who share similar socio-economic status. 

Again, students in this study come as underprepared and often share a similar socio-economic 

status. As such, Margaret Archer states that agency in this context is always used to denote the 

plural and, even when the singular ‘Agent’ is used, it denotes a group.  

Corporate agents as the name suggests are groups of people who, according to Margaret Archer 

(1995, p.258), “are aware of what they want, can articulate it to themselves and others, and have 

organized in order to get it, can engage in concerted action to re-shape or retain the structural or 

cultural feature in question”. In other words, corporate agents have the “influence and power” 

(Zeuner, 1999, p.81) and therefore can use resources, time, or knowledge at their disposal to 

achieve a shared aim or objective (Archer, M., 2000). For example, the peer tutors, lecturers, and 

the coordinator of WURU are corporate agents who use the resources (be it material or human) 

to achieve a shared goal and that is enabling students to develop academic literacy practices. 

Students in this study can also become cooperate agents when they work together in WURU 

groups, where they use their agential emergent properties and powers to form study groups or 



54 

 

reading groups or WhatsApp groups to discuss the assignments or readings or prepare for exams 

with the aim of improving their performance in the exams or assignments. Therefore, the 

collective action of coming together to form a group is the emergent property of agency (PEP), 

and “the power to exercise it (or not) will be enabled or constrained by the nature of the systemic 

context in which agents are placed” (2000, p.269). As noted, students start off as primary agents 

but as they develop vested interest (wanting to pass their assignments or exams, learn to 

reference or write an academic essay) they use PEPs of collective action “to improve upon the 

inferior life-chances assigned to them” and to enable them to become “active participants in 

society’s decision making” (ibid).  

The last stratum Margaret Archer (1996) discussed is the social actors. These are individuals 

who hold roles in the social structure or system and these roles have causal powers and 

properties which are irreducible to those who occupy them. In this study, students, peer tutors 

and coordinators all have roles that are irreducible to the other. As pointed out, such roles have 

powers and properties that are not reducible to the social actor who occupies them (Archer, M., 

2000, p.283). This is because these roles pre-exist the people who occupy them and have 

constraining and enabling powers. Margaret Archer (2000, p.284) argues that individuals become 

social actors, “through interacting with others in the same collectivity, agents become more 

articulate about their interests and [are] thus better able to reflect upon the role positions which 

will further their realisation”. For example, a student who decides to form a study group outside 

of the WURU groups is a social actor because they articulated and reflected on what their 

interests are which allowed them to take action and form a group.  

 As Margaret Archer (2000) argues, it is through the “inner conversations” that people mediate 

their relationship with the world and their place in it, and “one of the greatest of human powers” 

is the capacity “to transform the social world and themselves” (Archer, M., 2000, p.35). In the 

context of this study, there are students who had the ability to use their agency or PEPs and who 

thereby have an effect on their structural and cultural conditioning. The next section outlines the 

morphogenetic approach, which I adopt in my study because it provides a methodological 

framework for Margaret Archer’s social realism.  
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4.6 The morphogenetic approach 

As discussed earlier, structure, culture and agency are ontologically different entities, each with 

their own individual causal powers and properties that cannot be reduced to each other. This 

ontology implies a methodology to examine the causal powers and properties (SEPs, CEPs and 

PEPs) that condition people through enablements or constraints. Margaret Archer proposes the 

morphogenetic framework as a methodology which provides analytical and explanatory tools to 

examine the interplay between structure, culture and agency over time. Thus, Margaret Archer 

(1995, p.15) asserts that a social realist research study requires a methodology premised on the 

principle of analytical dualism “where explanation of why things social are so and not otherwise 

depends upon an account of how the properties and powers of the ‘people’ causally intertwine 

with those of the ‘parts’” (1995, p.15). Hence the adoption of the morphogenetic approach for 

my study.  

Margaret Archer (1995, p.166) defines morphogenesis as “those processes which tend to 

elaborate or change a system's given form, state or structure”. This change or transformation 

occurs as a result of agential interaction with the system or structures or structural context. 

Conversely, “morphostasis” refers to “those processes in complex system-environmental 

exchanges which tend to preserve or maintain a system's given form, organization or state”. The 

morphogenetic framework as laid out by Margaret Archer “is capable of linking structure and 

agency by examining the interplay between them over time” (1995, p.65). Therefore, the premise 

for morphogenesis is that structure and agency operate over different time periods which allows 

the researcher to describe why and how there is change (elaboration) or no change (reproduction) 

in existing relationships. In relation to this study, the morphogenesis approach allowed me to 

examine why and how student’s academic literacy practices have changed due to their 

involvement in WURU or whether this involvement has not in fact yielded any change.  

Margaret Archer (1995) suggests structure, culture and agency are temporally distinct from each 

other because “(i) structure necessarily predates the action(s) that transform it, and (ii) that 

structural elaboration necessarily postdates those actions” (p.168). For Margaret Archer (1995, 

p.138), the notion of pre-existence signifies “discontinuity”, which makes it possible for 

researchers to examine a phenomenon in terms of what happened “before, during and after”, 

without denying that human action is a continuous activity. Margaret Archer (1995, p.138) also 
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introduces the concept of “temporality”, which refers to the time that makes it possible for the 

morphogenetic process to have a starting point, indicating that society is relatively stable. In this 

study, it was important to examine students’ literacy practices prior to their participation in 

WURU (see chapter 7) and during their participation in the support programme.  

Understanding the morphogenesis process requires one to understand that structure and culture 

are not the result of actions of current occupants but actions of previous occupants. Thus, 

examining the interplay between structure, culture and agency allows us to account for why 

change (morphogenesis) or non-change (morphostasis) happens. Margaret Archer claims that 

morphogenesis (change or elaboration) and morphostasis (non-change or reproduction) occur in 

an endless recurring cycle. This is illustrated in the diagram below: The morphogenetic approach 

allows researchers to unravel the dialectical interplay between structure and agency and between 

cultural and agency over time. 

 

Structure _______________Structural conditioning_________________ 

T
1 

 _____________________
Social interaction

____________________ 
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        T
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        ____________
Structural elaboration (Morphogenesis)

____________ 

         [Structural reproduction (Morphostasis)]                                 
T

4     
 

Culture ____________Cultural conditioning __________ 

 T
1
 

  ______Socio-cultural interaction______ 

  T
2
             T
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    ____Cultural elaboration______ 
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Agency ____________Socio-cultural conditioning of groups______ 

T
1 

         ____________Group interaction______ 

T
2     

T
3 

        
_______Group elaboration______ 

       T
4
 

  

Figure 1: The morphogenetic cycle. Adapted from Margaret Archer (1995,p.193)  

Margaret Archer (1995; 1996, and 2003) suggests that the morphogenetic process occurs in three 

phases - structural conditioning represented at T1, social interaction, T2-T3, and structural 

elaboration, T4 as shown in the figure above. T1 or structural conditioning represents the starting 

point of the morphogenetic cycle and is always situated historically; is always “conditioned” by 

history: “For we are all born into and can only live embedded in an ideational [and structural] 

context which is not of our making” (Archer, M., 1996, p. xxv). Margaret Archer (1995, p.196) 

elaborates on this further that:  

The circumstances confronted by each new generation were not of their making, but 

they do affect what these contemporary agents can make of them (structural and cultural 

elaboration) and how they reconstitute themselves in the process (agential elaboration). 

For example, students enter the university and the School of Education that is already embedded 

with structural and cultural conditions by its history created by previous occupants through their 

actions. These conditions (structural or cultural) have causal powers and properties in the form of 

SEPs and CEPs which create enablements and constraints for current students. Although agents 

(students) are conditioned by the structures and cultures created by their predecessors, they have 
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the power to exercise agency (PEPs or reflexivity) depending on what they choose to do in those 

contexts. It is therefore important to understand the history of the contexts in which agents find 

themselves to understand how current situations came to be or evolved.  

T2 to T3 represents agents’ social interaction within a cultural or social system. It is how 

individuals and groups of people respond to the constraining or enabling structural and cultural 

systems created by previous occupants using PEPs. Carter and New (2004, p.6) explain that 

“People choose what they do, but they make their choices from a structurally and culturally 

generated range of options – which they do not choose”. In other words, the way people or 

individual respond or react to existing structural and cultural systems will also depends on the 

positions or roles and resources they hold at that particular time in that context (Case, 2013). For 

example, the way students reacted to the situation such as writing an academic essay depended 

on their position and resources they had when they transitioned into the university. As such, 

students encounter and engage with pre-existing structural and cultural conditions. These create 

situations that can either enable or constrain them as they decide to pursue their projects or what 

is of most importance to them. Through interaction, students can either succeed or not because 

this depends heavily on the position which they hold.  

Margaret Archer introduces the notion of reflexivity in this process which plays an important 

role in social interaction at T2-T3 in the morphogenetic cycle. The result of this interaction could 

be in the form of morphogenesis and not morphostasis leading to the elaboration of the structural 

and cultural system which creates T4 (Archer, M., 1995). I will expand on this later on in the 

section 4.6.3 on morphogenesis of agency. The last part of the cycle is T4, representing the 

structural and cultural elaboration which occurs as a result of interaction between agents and 

their context (Danermark et al., 2002). T4 represents the starting point of the new morphogenetic 

cycle (T1) creating new structural and cultural conditions (Archer, 1995) for the next generation.  

4.6.1 Cultural morphogenesis 

As I discussed in section 4.6, Margaret Archer (1996) states that culture comprises of a cultural 

system (CS) and socio-cultural interaction (S-C). A cultural system stands at T1 as indicated in 

the diagram above and social cultural interaction stands at T2-T3. Similarly, the social system 

(SS) is distinct from the social interaction (SI) that emerge from it, the SS starts at T1 and SI 
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occur in T2-T3. Margaret Archer (1996, p.106) explains elaboration or reproduction in a cultural 

and social system by means of the following four propositions:  

1) There are logical relations between components of the cultural system (CS) and there are 

internal and necessary relations between and within social structures (SS). 

2) Causal influences are exerted by the CS on the S-C level and similarly by the SS on SI. 

3) There are causal relationships between groups and individuals at the S-C level and at the 

level of SI. 

4) There is elaboration of the cultural and structural systems due, in the case of the former, 

to the socio-cultural level modifying current logical relations and introducing new ones 

and in the latter case, to modification or introduction of new internal and necessary 

structural relationships. This represents morphogenesis. (Adapted from Archer, M., 1995, 

p.168-9 and 1996, p.106). 

In keeping with the morphogenetic perspective, Margaret Archer (1996) explains that culture and 

agency operate over different time periods. This is fundamental to the morphogenetic perspective 

which is based on two simple propositions: 1) that the CS necessarily predates the S-C action(s) 

which transform it; and 2) that cultural elaboration logically post-dates such interaction (Archer, 

M., 1996, p. xxv).  

 

Cultural conditioning (influence of the cultural system on social interaction) 

T1 

  Social-cultural interaction (S-C) 

  T2   T3  

    cultural elaboration (CS modified/morphogenesis)  

    cultural reproduction (CS reproduced/morphotasis)     T4 

 

Figure 2: The morphogenesis of Culture ( Archer, 1995, p.157) 
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The morphogenesis of culture follows the three phases from cultural conditioning through socio-

cultural interaction to cultural elaboration or stasis, as illustrated in Figure 2 above. T1 in the 

figure represents the state formed by previous occupants through their actions and forms the 

starting point of understanding how agents are enabled or constrained. The period T2- T3 

represents the socio-cultural interaction, that is agents’ reaction and responses to the cultural 

conditioning they find themselves entangled in. This interaction happens as agents act to try to 

create change or stability in the cultural system. The need for change or no change is motived by 

the positions, or roles and resources agents hold or possess and the contradictions or 

complementaries within the CS. For example, students’ need to develop their academic literacy 

practices are motivated by their positions and resources they possess when they come into the 

support programme. This will determine whether there will be change (morphogenesis) or 

simply reproduction of the existing cultural system (morphostasis). According to Margaret 

Archer (1996), CS at T1 does not determine the extent of S-C (T2 and T3), but rather it is the 

agents who are constantly making and re-making culture as they pursue their interests by using 

their emergent powers through consensus or confrontation. Thus, when ideas are internally 

related (when there are necessary logical relations) within a CS, the existence of harmonious 

relations promotes stability. This is because relations within the system signal correspondence, 

which in turn promotes stability. Conversely, when the CS tries to contain ideas that are 

conflictual, an environment for social change is created. As agents interact within the CS, they 

can either change or maintain the status quo.  

4.6.2 Structural morphogenesis 

Margaret Archer (1995) distinguishes between social systems (SS) and social interaction (SI). 

The relations between the mechanism within SS (and between the SS and CS) exert causal 

influences on SI. In addition, causal relationships exist between individuals and groups at the SI 

level, and it is the interaction at the SI level that leads to the conditioning or elaboration of SS 

(Archer, M., 1995). This morphogenesis of structure is illustrated in figure 3. 

Structural conditioning (influence of SS on SI) 

T1 

  Social cultural interaction (interaction between groups and people at S-C) 
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  T2          T3  

    Structural elaboration (Structural system modified/morphogenesis)  

    Structural reproduction (SS reproduced/morphotasis)     T4 

 

Figure 3: The morphogenesis of structure ( Archer, M., 1995, p.157) 

Again, as illustrated in figure 3 structural morphogenesis begins at T1 which represents structural 

conditioning which is not of agents making but created by their predecessors. Archer, M., 

explains this as follows:  

Because of the pre-existence of those structures which shape the situations in which we 

find ourselves, they impinge upon us without our compliance, consent or complicity. The 

structures into which we are born and the cultures which we inherit mean that we are 

involuntaristically situated beings. (1995, p.200) 

This means that the SS we find ourselves in conditions our actions. In the case of my study, 

students are conditioned by pre-existing structures such as university rules and regulations, 

policies regarding academic literacy, assignment writing, language policy, admission policies, 

the faculty, school, the Education Studies course content or syllabus and rules and policies of 

WURU. There are also structures outside the university, school and WURU that exert powers on 

students (agents) and not directly but through the university. For example, the legacy of 

apartheid, the South African higher education landscape, the language policy, access to ICT – all 

shape the students’ ability to take on academic identity. These all act as structural conditioning of 

student action. Margaret Archer explains that, at T1, structures shape “the situations which later 

‘generations’ of actors find themselves [in] and by endowing various agents with different vested 

interests according to the positions they occupy in the structures they ‘inherit’” (1995, p.90). In 

the context of this study, students find themselves in situations that are not of their own 

choosing, for instance they have to write an assignment for them to pass. Therefore, as Margaret 

Archer (1995, p.200) explains, “It is the situations to which people respond which are mediatory 

because they condition (without determining) different courses of action for those differently 

placed, by supplying different reasons to them”. For example, students are conditioned by the 

rules, regulations and policies regarding assignments, writing and plagiarism. These do not 

determine but condition how they respond to the situation. Students then are conditioned to act 
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according to their position in this structure either as students who possess the ‘right’ academic 

literacy practices or not. T2–T3, as already indicated, is what Margaret Archer terms ‘social 

interaction’, or the interaction of individuals with the structures in which they find themselves. 

As a result of this interaction, agents or actors can transform structures which might result in 

morphogenesis which occurs at T4 and the beginning of the new morphogenetic cycle. As 

students interact with the structural conditioning in T1, if actor or agents choose not to change 

and end up reinforcing or maintaining existing structures, it results in what Margaret Archer calls 

morphostasis. 

This implies that people always act based on structural and cultural situations which their actions 

essentially attempt to modify or sustain. As in the case of the structural morphogenetic cycle, 

agents make choices from options (in this case ideational) which are not of their own creation but 

are derived from the achievements of past agents. Through agential interaction within ideational 

circumstances over time, they alter the system, leading to cultural elaboration (T4) or 

reinforcement of the status quo. Since the morphogenetic cycle is continuous, T4 of today 

becomes T1 of the next cycle of cultural morphogenetic action. 

 

The implication of the cultural morphogenesis in this study is centred on identifying the ideas, 

theories, beliefs and values that condition the situations that students as agents or actors find 

themselves in. This requires that I start at T1 of the cultural morphogenetic cycle to examine the 

present (T1). This examination helps to understand what pre-existing cultural conditioning shape 

students’ academic literacy practices. This is covered, for example, in chapters 3, 6 and 7 which 

focus on examining cultural conditioning that students find themselves in as they try to develop 

their academic literacy practices. The cultural morphogenesis also enabled me to identify the 

cultural emergent powers (CEP) that emerged in the programme to influence students’ academic 

literacy practices. 

4.6.3 The morphogenesis of agency 

Conditioning at T1 shapes but does not determine agency. Margaret Archer argues that agency 

follows similar morphogenetic steps as the previous two morphogenetic cycles of culture and 

structure. Earlier I mentioned that Archer argues that agents are not passive when they encounter 
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social and cultural conditioning, but they are capable of transforming structures and culture 

through exercising their agency, and in the process are transformed themselves (1995). Margaret 

Archer refers to this as double morphogenesis (1995, p.247). She refers to agents who transform 

structures as corporates agents because they are “active” in the service of their vested interests 

rather than “passive” (Archer, M., 1995, p.260). Therefore, for Margaret Archer, “the 

morphogenetic perspective requires agency to be reflective, purposive, promotive and 

innovative, if social interaction is indeed to operate as the mechanism responsible for stability 

and change” (1995, p.249). Mandikonza and Lotz-Sisitka (2016, p.123) state that the “changes in 

agency and identity are part of emergent properties and interactions, they are unique to the 

individuals involved in the interactions”. Margaret Archer (1995, p.253) captures this well when 

she states that:  

What is involved is the double morphogenesis, for the self-same process by which people 

bring about social transformation is simultaneously responsible for systematically 

transforming agency. In other words, people collectively generate the elaboration of 

structure and culture, but they themselves undergo elaboration as people at the same time. 

The three phases of morphogenetic cycle of agency are illustrated in figure 4 below. 

 

Agential conditioning (situations conditioned by previous agents) 

T1 

  Interaction (interaction corporate agents and primary agents) 

  T2        T3  

    elaboration (agency modified/morphogenesis)  

    reproduction (agency reproduced/morphotasis)     T4 

Figure 4: The morphogenetic cycle of agency ( Archer, M., 1995, p.248) 

Figure 4 above depicts the morphogenesis of agency which follows a similar pattern to the 

morphogenesis of structure and culture (Archer, M., 2004). As indicated previously, T1 

represents the socio-cultural circumstances in which primary agents are involuntarily positioned. 

This phase is where agency is conditioned by SEP and CEP but not determined, insists Margaret 

Archer, because agency has its own emergent properties and powers (PEPs). Some primary 

agents, not all, transform into corporate agents with vested interests that they are able to 
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articulate and work collectively towards for all (Archer, M., 2000, p.265). At T2-T3 the social 

interaction between agency and structural and cultural properties takes place. Through this 

interaction, the number of primary agents lessens, while the number of corporate agents 

increases, representing a new emergent stratum which is T4. Thus, T4 represents new emerging 

social actors who take up different roles in the society and through a dialectical relationship with 

structure change their personal identity. Margaret Archer refers to this emergence as triple 

morphogenesis. Through social and cultural interaction, they develop their PEPs, leading to the 

transformation of structure, culture and agency (Archer, M., 2004). Figure 5 below illustrates the 

morphogenesis of corporate agency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: The morphogenesis of corporate agency ( Archer, M., 1995, p.248) 

As already noted, Margaret Archer (1995, p.260) explains that corporate agents are active rather 

than ‘passive’ beings with vested interests. They develop PEPs in the form of “capability to 

articulate shared interests, organizing for collective action, organizing for social movements and 
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exercising corporate influence for decision-making” (Archer, M., 1995, pp.258-259). Archer 

concludes that the morphogenesis of agency occurs when conflict arises between corporate 

agents as they pursue different vested interests at a socio-cultural level. In the process of pursing 

these interests, corporate agents then mobilize primary agents to join their promotive interests’ 

groups with clearly defined goals (Archer, M., 1995, 1996, 2000, p.268). This increases the 

number of corporate agents causing a reduction of primary agents. The process in which 

corporate agents expand is a result of inconsistency in group relations at structural and cultural 

levels. Such inconsistency at a cultural level happens due to new external ideas that have the 

potential to cause disagreements amongst actors and work to speed up the process of regrouping. 

Corporate agents create an environment that is conducive for reshaping the context of primary 

agents and modifying the conditions in which they find themselves. This situation creates a 

problem for corporate agents because they no longer work together, and this results in interplay 

between primary and corporate agents. Hence, the morphogenesis of agency occurs. 

In general, whether change or stability of agency occurs depends on the nature of the 

relationships that exist between vested interest groups and how they interact within the structure. 

If the relationships are marked by a harmonious environment, reproduction is likely to occur. 

Conversely, an environment that is marked by conflictual relationships promotes high group 

integration and the likelihood for change to occur. Change is brought about as some primary 

agents become conscious of their interests and join the corporate group, causing the elaboration 

of corporate agency and reduction in primary agency.  

4.7 Reflexivity and the role of the internal conversation in mediating structure and agency 

As discussed in this chapter earlier on, Margaret Archer argues that the central PEP of people is 

to deliberate and decide on what is of most importance to them and take action when faced with 

constraints and enablements (Archer, M., 2003). This is the “internal conversation”, or “internal 

dialogue” which allows people to map out projects that will help them address constraints 

(Archer, M., 2007, p.4). Margaret Archer (2007, p.5) argues that “the subjective powers of 

reflexivity mediate the role that objective structural or cultural powers play in influencing social 

action and are thus indispensable to explaining social outcomes”. 
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When agents encounter structural constraints (or enablements), they use their internal 

conversation to deliberate reflexively and come up with ideas on how to respond or react to 

situations that are not of their own making. Margaret Archer (2003, p.103) defines internal 

dialogue as the practice through which we “make up our minds by questioning ourselves, 

clarifying our beliefs and inclinations, diagnosing our situations, deliberating about our concerns 

and defining our own projects”. For Margaret Archer (2003), internal conversation is a causal 

power that can transform structure, culture and agency. Through internal conversation people 

remain active throughout their lives, continually reflecting on their circumstances and acting 

accordingly to improve their lives (Archer, M., 2003):  

only if the ‘internal conversation’ can be upheld as an irreducible personal property, 

which is real and causally influential, can the exercise of its powers be considered as the 

missing mediatory mechanism that is needed to complete an adequate account of social 

conditioning (2003, p.16). 

Through this, reflexivity agents mediate structure and cultural conditioning. Reflexivity 

“performs this mediatory role by virtue of the fact that we deliberate about ourselves in relation 

to social situations that we confront, certainly fallibly, certainly incompletely and necessarily 

under our own descriptions” (2007, p.42). Thus, through the application of reflexivity, people 

can “design and determine their responses to the structured circumstances in which they find 

themselves, in light of what they personally care about most” (Archer, M., 2007, p.11). The 

mediation of social structure and the cultural system is a three-stage process: 

1. Structural and cultural properties and powers shape the contexts that agents find 

themselves in; 

2. These structural and cultural properties and powers have the potential to enable or 

constrain the projects of agents. They are activated or remain unexercised depending on 

agents’ subjective projects; 

3. Agents, through the process of internal conversations (re)define and (re)configure their 

projects in relation to the situations they confront (Archer, M., 2003). 

To Margaret Archer the third stage is crucial in explaining what action agents take when 

confronted with a situation or when pursuing projects identified through their concern (2003, 
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p.133). This final stage is conducted through the internal conversation, combining agential 

concerns, projects and practices (2003, p.133).  

Margaret Archer (2003) argues that as human beings we are all reflexive and through internal 

conversations (deliberations) with ourselves about the situation we encounter, in relation to our 

concerns, we develop courses of action. However, the way we exercise our reflexivity differs 

from person to person (2003, 2007a, 2012). Thus, Margaret Archer identifies four modes of 

reflexivity in which people conduct their internal conversations, namely communicative, 

autonomous, meta- and fractured reflexives. 

The first one is communicative reflexives who are people who have internal conversations and 

then consult others before engaging in a particular course of action. In other words, agents who 

fall in this category depend on others to make decisions. They seek other people’s approval or 

opinion before deciding how to respond or react to the situation they encounter. Students are 

often communicative, depending on their roles and how they are positioned in a given social 

context. They tend to rely on family members, friends and relatives to make decisions. As 

Margaret Archer (2003, p.167) puts it, communicative reflexives “share problems” and “discuss 

decisions” with others about “what to do, how to act” and “who to be”. For Archer, the 

communicative reflexive mode impedes people’s agency (ability to make choices) as they 

depend on others to pursue their projects. 

The second is autonomous reflexives who act in contrast to the communicative reflexives 

because they are independent thinkers and not afraid to take a stand or make their own decisions. 

They do not need to involve others to map out their projects. They invest in “performative 

achievement” and act purposefully to move up the ladder (Archer, M., 2003, p.-235). Margaret 

Archer (2007) argues that autonomous reflexives do not simply join a social context but are 

selective, evaluative and elective about the world they chose to join. 

The third is made of meta-reflexives, critical thinkers whom Margaret Archer describes as “the 

well spring of society’s self-criticism”. Meta-reflexives take a great deal of time critically 

thinking about their own internal conversations and the course of action they intend to take. 

Margaret Archer (2003, p.274) comments that people in this group do not allow social control 

and are willing to pay the price for subversion or going astray. They are not settled and do not 



68 

 

accept and settle for the way the society is but are always questioning, challenging and are in 

constant motion seeking opportunities or ways to better themselves.  

The fourth and last mode is fractured reflexives who are confused and have great difficulty in 

taking decisions. Though they have internal conversations, these cause them a lot of distress and 

disorientation rather than yielding any purposeful course of action (Archer, 2007, p.93). 

Margaret Archer (2003) contends that: 

‘fractured reflexives’ are passive agents because, their subjectivity makes no difference 

to the play of objective circumstances upon them. Their mental activities (whose 

existence is not denied) perform no mediatory role for them; they permit no intentional 

relationship between self and society. In short, they make no difference. (pp. 299-300) 

 Margaret Archer suggests that, as PEPs, these modes “have internal consequences for their 

practitioners and distinctive external consequences for society” (2007b, p.43). Of importance to 

Margaret Archer (2003) is that these modes of reflexivity should not be taken as fixed because 

people can move from one mode of reflexivity to another. I will discuss the modes seen among 

the participants in chapters 8 and 9. 

By employing Margaret Archer’s theoretical framework in this study and recognising reflexivity 

as a distinct human power, this research treats students as active agents rather than passive 

agents, who can make decisions concerning their lives and academic studies. Margaret Archer’s 

account of reflexivity as the mediating power between structure and agency is applied to 

understand how the participants in this study navigate structural and cultural conditions that 

sometimes, but not always, restrict possibilities for a better social reality.  

In the context of this study, the use of the morphogenetic cycle entails understanding that ‘the 

people’ (i.e., students, peer tutors, programme coordinator) are the objects of structural and 

cultural conditioning. Therefore, the value of Margaret Archer’s theory lies in trying to 

understand the relationship between structure, culture, and agency from an agent’s point of view. 

This was important in a study such as this which aimed to gain insight into (a) the structural and 

cultural conditions within the support that shapes students’ literacy practices, and (b) how 

students responded or react to these structural and cultural conditions they experience in the 

support. This was done with the view to understanding the kind of structural properties that 
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shape the support programme, cultural properties (values, beliefs, ideas about academic literacy) 

that exist and how agents (participants) used their agential powers to negotiate and navigate 

through and within the support to develop academic literacy practices.  

Applying the morphogenetic approach in this study enabled me to unearth the structural and 

cultural emergent properties that shape the situation students find themselves in when 

participating in the support (Archer, M., 1995, p.196). The morphogenetic approach also helped 

me to explain how students and peer tutors using their internal conversation reflect and respond 

to the structural and cultural conditions identified in WURU. Lastly, the approach also offers 

explanatory tools to explain whether there was change (morphogenesis) in terms of students’ 

academic literacy practices development or there was a reproduction (morphostasis) (Archer, M., 

1995) as a result of their participation in the support programme.  

4.8 Summary of the chapter 

This chapter has provided the theoretical framework for the study. Margaret Archer’s social 

realist theory as the theoretical framework for this research study was explained, focusing on her 

argument around the importance of separating structure and agency in research. The emphasis in 

the chapter was placed on Margaret Archer’s morphogenetic cycle because it provided tools to 

examine the interaction between structure, culture and agency. Therefore, it was important in this 

study to show how the notion of analytical dualism and the morphogenetic approach was used as 

an explanatory tool that enabled me to examine how WURU shapes students’ academic literacy 

practices. The focus in the study was to examine how structural or cultural conditions and/or 

agential opportunities lead to either change or reproduction. In the chapter, the discussion 

showed that whether change or reproduction occurs depends on how groups interact within the 

social system. The changes are made possible by the powers accorded to structure (structural 

emergent properties), culture (cultural emergent properties) and agency (agential emergent 

properties), which cannot be reduced to one another. Structural and cultural emergent properties 

present agents with constraints and enablement in relation to their projects, prompting agents to 

act in certain ways to pursue what matters to them. Agents also rely on their reflexivity to 

determine a way to act to achieve their ultimate aims /projects. The theoretical framework 

shaped the way the four empirical chapters that follow are conceived, organised, and discussed. 
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The chapter that follows outlines the research design of the study.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: RESEARCH DESIGN  

5.1 Introduction 

Using a social realist theoretical lens as an analytic tool, this study examines the efficacy of an 

embedded academic literacy intervention programme (WURU) to gain insight into the social and 

cultural conditions that shaped first year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy practices. In 

particular, this study examines the enablers and constraints that shape participation and 

engagement towards their academic success. The social realist lens draws from the critical realist 

ontology which is premised on the assumption that research designs are “real entities” (Maxwell, 

2012, p.71). That means that the research design is a real part of the meanings, motives and 

understandings of the people involved and thus has consequences for how the research is 

conducted including its philosophical underpinnings. Given the assumptions and context of this 

study, reality was assumed to be beyond the researcher and participants’ experience, yet was 

accessible primarily through the latter’s accounts and representations of the phenomenon. As a 

result, the morphogenetic approach was used as a tool to identify and uncover structural and 

cultural conditions and their causal powers that enabled and constrained students’ learning and 

understanding of academic literacies as they engaged in the WURU. The starting point was to 

understand how the participants viewed, experienced, and understood social reality (in this 

instance, their experiences in relation to WURU). 

Methodology arises from the choices we make about how to study the phenomenon or research 

problem, methods of data gathering, and the forms of data analysis when planning and executing 

a research study. For Silverman (2000), methodology underpins an overall research strategy and 

is necessarily influenced by the kind of research questions a study is seeking to address. 

Consequently, as Maxwell (2009, p.224) points out, choosing a research method is not a matter 

of free choice because conducting a study that employs an unsuitable method or theory is like 

“trying to do a physically demanding job in clothes that don’t fit” which may keep one from 

doing the job well. Therefore, it was necessary for me to ensure that the methodology I chose 

was well suited to the phenomenon under study. For this reason, I begin this chapter with a 

discussion of the research paradigm in which I provide the philosophical positioning of the 

study. I follow with a discussion on the research approach and the overall research path this 
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study followed. This includes the sampling procedure, decisions on sample size, data generation 

and analysis, ethical and verification considerations, and limitations of the study.  

5.2 Research paradigm 

Guba and Lincoln (1994, p.105) define a research paradigm as “the basic belief system or 

worldview that guides the investigator, not only in choices of method but also in ontologically 

and epistemologically fundamental ways”. Bertram and Christiansen agree that a research 

paradigm entails a worldview that underpins the research study (2014, p.22). As such the 

research question is underpinned by a particular worldview which influences the nature, 

approach and form of the research design (Bertram & Christiansen, 2014, p. 22). For Sayer 

(1992) the objective of a study should correspond with the ontological, epistemological, and 

methodological stances of research. Creswell (2003) holds that ontology comprises of a theory 

about the nature of existence, about what there is, why, and how. In this case, ontology is 

concerned with human agents’ perceptions of reality or what exists. My research questions, 

theoretical framework and the way I view reality point towards an interpretive research 

paradigm. This is because I need an in-depth understanding of the structural and cultural 

conditions within WURU and how they shape students’ development of academic literacy 

practices. This study assumes that structure, culture and agency all have their own independent 

causal powers that exert influence on each other and either cause change or maintain the status 

quo (Archer, M., 1996, 2000, 2003).  

The interpretivist paradigm seeks to make meaning by making sense of human action. According 

to Merriam (2002, p.38), an interpretative qualitative study “would be interested in (1) how 

people interpret their experiences, (2) how they construct their worlds and (3) what meaning they 

attribute to their experiences”. An interpretive paradigm allows the examination of the 

phenomenon in its natural settings and attempts to make sense of, or to interpret, the 

phenomenon in terms of the meanings people bring to them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 

Therefore, applying an interpretive paradigm allows researchers to gain access to individual 

points of view and how they represent reality; thus, it enables researchers to generate rich data or 

‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz cited in Stake 2000, p.439) of such meanings. Furthermore, 

interpretative qualitative research affords researchers the opportunity to gain insight into 
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participants’ attitudes, behaviours, value systems, concerns, motivations, aspirations, culture, or 

lifestyles and to make sense of the meaning they assign to each. The researcher then interprets 

the phenomena with regards to the meanings that people bring to them (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2001). This provides the researcher with different views about reality from the 

participants’ points of view. 

A qualitative approach was appropriate for this study that examined the efficacy of an academic 

literacy support programme in a specific context. To understand the phenomenon, the study 

required an approach that would enable me to gain insight into the experiences, practices, and 

structural, cultural conditions to respond to the key research question of this study. These are 

best described rather than measured, which is consistent with a qualitative research. Denzin and 

Lincoln (2005) define a qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates the observer in the 

world” (p. 3) and thus qualitative researchers “study things in their natural settings, attempting to 

make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (p.3). As 

such qualitative research focuses on understanding and making meaning about a phenomenon in 

context (Merriam, 2009). This study examined the views and experiences of participants to 

understand the efficacy of the programme under study. Within a qualitative framework, the 

sampled participants’ points of view, their voices in a natural setting and thus their reports are 

central in such a research study and thus a qualitative approach was most appropriate for this 

study because it enabled me to understand, analyse, and explain the structural and cultural 

conditions within WURU that exerted influence on students’ academic literacy practices. 

5.3 Case study research approach 

There are a number of research approaches within the interpretivist paradigm one has to choose 

from depending on the research question. In this study, the research question required the 

adoption of a social realist approach. For social realists, the perception of the world is fallible 

and theory-laden (Sayer, 2000). Therefore, it is through examining people’s experiences and 

perceptions that we get to understand the world around us. Thus, to allow me to understand how 

WURU shaped students’ academic literacy a social realist framework guided the research 

activities. 
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The study adopted a case study method because it aligns well with a qualitative approach and a 

social realist framework and because of the nature of the phenomenon under study, a specific 

academic support programme (WURU). Gillham (2001, p.1) defines a case study as “a unit of 

human activity embedded in the real world; which can only be studied or understood in context; 

which exists in the here and now; and which merges with its context so that precise boundaries 

are difficult to draw”. In this study, I used the case study because the focus was on one case 

which is WURU. This case is “of a particular phenomenon with a view to providing an in-depth 

account of events, relationships, experiences or processes occurring in that particular instance” 

(Denscombe, 2002, p.39). In other words, the case study approach allowed me to investigate 

WURU using multiple sources and described holistically through an iterative process (Easton, 

2010). Danemark et al. (2002) asserted that a case should be studied in its natural setting since 

that case tends to be defined and circumscribed by the context within which it occurs. In this 

regard, the notion of "case" in a case study denotes a bounded entity (a person, organisation, 

behavioural condition, event, or other social phenomenon) but usually the boundary between the 

case and its contextual conditions that are dependent on spatial and temporal conditions is 

blurred (Yin, 2009). For this reason, I decided to use multiple data collection methods to 

understand that WURU does not operate in isolation but is shaped and influenced by other 

outside forces.  A case study design is thus simultaneously limited (in scope) and extensive (in 

depth and detail). 

Easton (2010) argues that the case study is well suited to social realist research such as this study 

because it affords the researcher an opportunity to study a phenomenon in-depth and 

comprehensively, in order to ascertain “why things are as they are” (p. 119). Hosein, Tarek, and 

Kumar (2007) also agrees that a case study research design deals with research questions that 

probe why, how and what. Yin (2003, p.1) agrees that “case studies are the preferred strategy 

when “how” and “why” questions are being posed, when the investigator has little control over 

events”. Additionally, Yin suggests that the “how” and “why” questions address operational 

linkages that need to be traced over time (2003) or, as Huberman and Miles (2002) and Gerring 

(2007) put it, the “dynamics” of a phenomenon within a setting. According to Yin (2003), a case 

study design allows an exploration of an individual, organisation, relationships, support and 

community. These type of “how” and “why” questions about a dynamic system of interrelated 
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forces and effect depict exactly what WURU is about and that is it was important for me to study 

it.   

In this study, the case was WURU bounded by its context as Yin (2009) suggests above. The 

value of a case study in my study is that it enabled me to go deeper and understand how WURU 

shapes students’ academic literacy practices. The aim was to surface the SEP, CEP and PEP that 

had that emerged during students participation in WURU and how these shaped their learning. 

As a case study it best allows me to contribute to a wide theoretical discussion around academic 

development programmes. Therefore, WURU was selected as the case study and the focus of the 

research because it offered me a wide range of methods of analysis (Yin, 1999, p.32).  

One of the most common limitations of using a case study approach is that findings cannot be 

generalised to other contexts (Cohen et al., 2007, p.256). However, scholar such as Flyvbjerg 

(2011, p.105) and Danermark et al. (2002) argue one can generalise out of a case study research. 

This research focuses on an academic literacy support programme and how it shaped students’ 

academic literacy practices. As will be demonstrated in chapters 7-9 the findings presented could 

be experienced elsewhere throughout this country. Many of the experiences students and peer 

tutors mention about academic reading and writing are similar in other university contexts. The 

challenges students experienced when engaging with disciplinary discourses are experienced by 

students in other universities. Flyvbjerg (2011) argues that some cases lend themselves to 

generalising and others not and I believe given the nature of this study, the findings could not be 

generalised, however, the research can be adapted to other contexts that focus on similar 

phenomena.  

5.4 Research site  

The Wits School of Education was purposively selected as the site for this research for its 

geographical accessibility to the researcher (since the researcher is a student at the university) 

(Yin, 2009).  In addition to this, I was also part of the Writing Centre as a tutor when I started my 

PhD and knew the WURU programme coordinator. This position made it easy for me to have 

access to the participants.  
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5.5 Sampling participants 

The study used a purposive sampling technique which involves the “strategic selection of where, 

when and from whom the data will be collected based on the objectives of the study” (Palys, 

2008 as cited in Maxwell, 2012, p.94). If sampling is the procedure to select a subset from the 

population (Silverman, 2000, p.159), Patton (2002, p.230) explains “purposeful sampling focuses 

on selecting information-rich cases whose study will illuminate the questions under study”. I 

therefore used purposive sampling to select participants from among those involved in WURU to 

take part in the study. The goal of this sampling was to find individuals who could provide 

relevant information and insight related to the purpose of the study. As Neuman puts it, 

purposive sampling uses “the judgment of an expert in selecting cases” because an expert can 

“select unique cases that are especially informative (Neuman 1997, p.198). Terre Blanche et al. 

(2006) explain that with purposive sampling, research participants selected are oftentimes likely 

to possess the necessary information for the study. Thus, given the purpose of this study, I chose 

students and peer tutors and with a history of consistent involvement in WURU because they 

could provide the information needed to answer the research question.  

5.5.1 Research participants 

The study targeted the 2017 cohort of first year students enrolled in WURU, the peer tutors who 

worked that year and the coordinator of the programme. Selected peer tutors and the coordinator 

were invited to participate in the research study. Participation was voluntary and could be 

terminated by participants at any time. I explained the nature of my research and what would be 

involved. The letter inviting the sampled peer tutors and coordinator to voluntarily participate in 

this research was sent to them to request their permission (see Appendix 2 and 3). I will discuss 

the students first, followed by the peer tutors and the coordinator.   

5.5.2 Student participants  

Student participants who participated consistently in the support programme were selected. I had 

personal contact with the peer tutors and coordinator, and they helped me with selecting students. 

Students selected to take part in the study were therefore part of the larger group of students 

involved in the support programme. The sampled students were invited to participate in the 



77 

 

research study after I explained that participation was voluntary and could be terminated at any 

time. I also explained the nature of my research and what would be involved. The letter inviting 

the sampled participants to participate in this research is included as Appendix 1. The initial 

proposed sample of students was 12 but due to unforeseen circumstances only seven students 

eventually participated. Though all 12 students agreed to participate in the study, five of these 

attended once or twice and then never came back again for the sessions. I followed up on these 

students via emails and I phoned their cellphone numbers. All of them responded by promising 

to come back but did not. I understood this to mean that students were not interested in 

participating further, so I decided to continue with the other seven students for the rest of the data 

collection period.  

5.5.3 Peer tutors and coordinator  

As noted above, participants were selected because they could provide information relevant to 

the study. The involvement of peer tutors and the coordinator was requested because they were 

directly involved with WURU in different capacities, the former as facilitators and the latter as 

the programme coordinator. Nine peer tutors and one coordinator volunteered to partake in the 

study. This group of participants provided insight into what enabled and constrained students as 

they participated in WURU. Their involvement in the research also helped me to triangulate the 

data. Additionally, a social realist framework as a lens allows multiple points of view on the 

object of study, so that its real nature can be approached rather than just one participant’s 

perception from one point of view. As mentioned, peer tutors are directly involved in WURU as 

facilitators, so their voices added value and credibility to data for the study. Peer tutors facilitated 

the group sessions and played a mediating role between students and learning during WURU 

sessions. The peer tutors scaffolded students’ learning and, in the process, helped them navigate 

the structural and cultural conditions students encountered during their participation in WURU.  

The coordinator was involved in the study because she and the Head of School at that time 

initiated the WURU and because she was involved in selection of students and hiring of peer 

tutors. She, together with the Education Studies 1 course lecturers, were responsible for 

designing and developing the teaching and learning materials, tasks and activities used during the 

group sessions (see Appendix 9 for materials, tasks, and activities). Therefore, the coordinator 
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was included because of her extensive knowledge about WURU, the peer tutors and the students 

who participated in the study.  

5.6 Data generation  

Because my study examined the efficacy of an embedded academic literacy support programme 

in shaping first year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy practices, I had to find ways to access 

participants’ views and experiences of this phenomenon under study. Yin (2009) identifies three 

steps in collecting data, namely using multiple sources of evidence, creating a case study data 

base, and maintaining a chain of evidence. The use of multiple data collection methods is an 

established practice in qualitative research and contributes to the depth of understanding gained 

about the phenomenon under study (Yin, 2003), and the rigor, breadth, depth, and richness of the 

inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Flick, 2006). Therefore, the main data collection methods used 

in this study were individual and focus group interviews with students supplemented by focus 

group interviews with peer tutors and an individual interview with the coordinator, observations, 

field notes, and document analysis of WURU Reports, three assignments per students and 

students’ reflective journals. These multiple points of access were chosen because they built a 

richer picture of what was happening in WURU during the period of the study and how it was 

shaping students’ academic literacy practices. I now discuss each of these data collection 

methods in detail below.  

5.6.1 Document analysis 

There were three types of document analysis, including the programme (its structure), student 

work (assignments and reflective journals), and field notes made during observations. Bowen 

(2009, p.27) defines document analysis as a “systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating 

documents – both printed and electronic (computer based and internet-transmitted material)”. As 

with other methods in qualitative research, document analysis is undertaken to “elicit meaning, 

gain understanding and develop empirical knowledge” (Bowen, 2009, p.27). According to Yin 

(2009, p.103) the most important use of document analysis is to “corroborate and augment 

evidence for other sources”. Patton (2002, p.293) similarly argues that document analysis offers 

a “behind-the scenes look” at how a system operates. Document analysis involves the 

“collection, review, interrogation and analysis of various forms of text as primary sources of 
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data” (O’Leary, 2004, p.177). Document sources can be extremely useful in all forms of 

qualitative research as they are rich sources of information about the circulating ideas and 

discourses in society. In this case these were namely course hand-outs, worksheets used during 

WURU group sessions, mission statements, faculty handbooks, Education Studies course pack 

(reading materials), School of Education rules and regulations, WURU review reports, students’ 

reflective journals, and student assignments. These were collected to get a sense of why WURU 

was established. It should be noted that not all these documents were eventually used in the 

thesis. According to May (2001), the inclusion of both public and private documents has the 

potential to provide insights into events themselves as well as how these are constructed and 

perceived by participants, so my selection included both public documents and the students’ 

reflective journals. 

My analysis of documents followed the practice of selecting what I saw as relevant and collated 

this to identify sequences, patterns, and tendencies (Ericson 1991, p.55 in May 2001, p.193). 

Selected documents (Education Studies course pack, WURU review reports, students’ reflective 

journals, and student assignments) were analysed to provide a big picture about the structural and 

cultural conditions within WURU that enabled or constrained students as they engaged in 

WURU.  

5.6.1.1 Assignments 

I chose three assignments from each participating student: the first assignment the students wrote 

for Education Studies 1 before they enrolled in WURU, the second assignment was written in the 

middle of the year, and the third was written in the last quarter of the year. The last two 

assignments were written when students were attending WURU. In total, I had 18 assignments 

from seven students. Two of the assignments were on Psychology of Education, one focused on 

Piaget and the other on Vygotsky. The third and last assignment of the year was on the Sociology 

of Education (see chapter 6 for further details on these two assignments). The assignments were 

selected as documents because they could show if there was a shift in students’ performance and 

also their development of academic literacy practices. The assignments were analysed based on 

criteria used to assess B.Ed. Students' academic literacy ( see section 7.2.2.1 for the criteria). I 

chose to focus on three academic literacy skills areas which are separating the essentials from 
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non-essentials, discourse relations and referencing ( see discussion of these in section 9.3.1, 9.3.2 

and 9.3.3). I felt these aligned with what was being asked of students in the assessment criteria 

(see appendix 11 ). 

 

Separating the essential from the 

non-essential 

Reader’s capacity to see main ideas and supporting detail, statements, and 

examples; facts and opinions; propositions and their arguments; being able 

to classify, categorise and label 

Understanding discourse relations 

between parts of the text 

Reader’s capacity to see the structure and organization of discourse and 

argument, by paying attention, within and between paragraphs in texts, to 

transitions in arguments, superordinate, and subordinate ideas; introduction 

and conclusion; logical development 

Reference Reader’s capacity to Intext reference  

Table 1: Criteria used to analyse students’ assignments 

5.6.1.2 Student reflective journals 

The documents chosen for analysis also included the students’ reflective journals. Clandinin and 

Connelly (1994, p.421) explain that journal writing is a “powerful way for individuals to give 

accounts of their experience”. Similarly, Chirema (2006) and Cunliffe (2004) explain that journal 

writing is a useful tool for promoting critical reflection about experiences. I asked the students to 

keep reflective journals to capture their learning experiences during their involvement with 

WURU. They kept reflective journals from May 2017 to September 2017. These reflective 

journals helped me to explore and understand the students’ views, perceptions, and experiences 

of WURU. Hence, the reflective journals helped add strength to the students’ voices in the 

research. The journals were significant in triangulating the data gathered by means of the other 

methods, such as observations and interviews. The importance of this was to help with validity 

of data through triangulation and the external validity of the research findings the study. The 

journal entries are used in chapter 8 as a supplement to the interview data.  

5.6.2 Interviews 

Interviews can provide new information about the natural setting that is not accessible through 

observations and verify the accuracy of observations (Merriam 2009). According to Arksey and 

Knight (1999, p. 34) qualitative interviews allow the researcher to “explore … things in depth 
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(and to learn) about the informants’ perspectives and about what matters to them”. Interviews 

enable participants to explicitly make their perceptions, feelings, preferences, knowledge, 

attitudes and understanding about reality or the world known more clearly to the interviewer 

(Cohen, et al. 2007, Arksey and Knight 1999, p.34 quoted in Gray, 2009). Interviews provide an 

opportunity for the researcher to get to know people quite intimately, so that the researcher can 

understand how participants think and feel (Terre Blanche & Durrheim, 1999). The meaning 

created through interviews should, however, be recognized as constructed between the 

interviewer and the interviewee (Terre Blanche & Durrheim, 1999).  

Prior to the interview, I prepared the interview guide with questions. This helped focus the 

interviews on key issues that needed to be explored (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p.136). I used semi-

structured, in-depth interviews, which I conducted with the seven selected students, nine peer 

tutors and one coordinator. The interviews included both individual and focus group interviews 

(see full discussion in the proceeding section 5.6.2.1, 5.6.2.2, 5.6.2.3). The interviews were 

designed to gather data which could complement observations and the document collection. 

Before starting an interview, I firstly discussed the informed consent form (Appendix 1, 2 and 3) 

with participants, to make sure that they understood what the interview entailed and what was 

required of them during the duration of the interview. I then explained each aspect of the 

research before commencing the interview so that participants knew what their contribution was 

part of. After this explanation they signed the informed consent form if they wished to proceed. 

Only then did the interview process begin. I began each interview by thanking participants for 

agreeing to participate in the research.  

I conducted each interview with the aid of an interview schedule (see Appendix 8). The 

interviews were used to enable participants to interact with me and to allow me to ask follow-up 

or probing questions (Du Plooy, 2009, p.198). The interviews were based on particular aspects of 

students’ participation in the support programme which would hopefully shed further light on 

how the support programme shaped their academic literacy practices. By using semi-structured 

interviews, in addition to the other data gathering methods, I was able to gain a deeper 

understanding of students’ perceptions about the support programme and their experiences 

participating in the support programme.  
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a) Students 

Student interviews took place in three phases. The first phase was an individual interview that 

focused on background (home, school, language spoken at home, language of teaching and 

learning at school). This interview provided information about students’ prior literacy practices 

 Possessed before they took part in WURU. Thus, this interview aimed at showcasing students’ 

prior literacy practices they entered the morphogenetic cycle with at T1 (see chapter 6 for more 

details). The second phase of the interviews focused on the student perspective and experiences 

of participating in WURU. The second interview aimed at uncovering structural and cultural 

conditions that created enablements and constraints within the interview programme that shaped 

the student academic literacy practices. This interviews also focused on how students 

experienced these structural and cultural constraints and enablement as they participated in 

WURU. The second phase of the interviews happened after the students had enrolled in WURU. 

In addition to the interview guide, assignments and reflective journals were used as prompts to 

solicit students’ views about WURU.  

The third phase of interviews was a focus group discussion. The focus group interview was held 

to consolidate what was discussed in the second interview and in the reflective journal. This 

provided an additional understanding of the students’ views and experiences of participating 

WURU. I discuss the focus group interviews in more details in section 5.6.2.2.  All interviews 

lasted an average of 30 minutes to an hour. Although I designed the questions for the interviews, 

I was open to responses from the participants that led in other, but related, directions. All 

interviews were tape recorded with the permission of the participants. Tape recording the 

interviews allowed me to capture accurate conversations with participants. This would help 

making sure that data is not lost because capturing everything participants are saying in written 

form is impossible during the session. McMillan and Schumacher (2006, p.355) stress that “tape-

recording ensures completeness of the verbal interactions and provides material for reliability 

checks”. Although I made some field notes during interviews, I relied more on the audio-

recordings which I later transcribed and analysed. The data derived from the interviews is 

presented in chapters six, seven, eight and nine given verbatim (words with spelling and 

grammar mistakes in the original text). 
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b) WURU staff 

5.6.2.1 Individual interview with coordinator 

In addition to students’ individual interviews, I also conducted a single individual interview with 

the coordinator of the support programme. I used a semi-structured interview format since as 

Gillham (2000) argues, semi-structured interviews are flexible with room for probing for more 

information. The coordinator was also sampled (Cohen, et al, 2007; Patton, 2002) because she 

was knowledgeable about WURU, its history and guiding principles.  For this reason, she was 

able to provide rich information that would enable an in-depth analysis to illuminate the 

phenomenon under study as (Cohen et al, 2007; Patton, 2002).  

5.6.2.2 Focus group interviews 

Kruger and Casey (2000, p. 12) explain that “focus groups work particularly well to determine 

perceptions, feelings and thinking about issues, products, services or opportunities” because they 

provide naturalistic data and conversation among participants (Grudens-Schuck, Lundy Allen, & 

Larson, 2004). Two separate focus group discussions were conducted one with students and one 

with peer tutors. Focus group interviews probed how the participants felt, viewed, understood the 

efficacy of an academic literacy support programme and how it shaped students’ academic 

literacy practices. Focus group interviews gave participants an opportunity to have an interaction 

with each other and in the process, construct meaning. This interview set up also allowed 

participants to listen to one another and share or compare views or perception they hold about the 

topic. Furthermore, focus group interview discussions also allowed the participants to modify, 

clarify or revise their initial responses based on the discussion with others. Thus, focus groups 

interviews allowed the researcher to elicit a variety of responses.  

5.6.2.3 Focus group interview with students   

Focus groups usually consist of 6 to 12 people who are selected using purposive sampling (Du 

Plooy, 2009). I had one focus group interview with the six student participants. The focus group 

interview with students allowed me to capture their diverse views about the structural and 

cultural conditions that either enabled or constrained their academic literacy practices they 

participated in WURU. The aim was to interrogate students to reflect on their experience of 



84 

 

participating in the programme, on how the programme has helped or not helped them in 

developing academic literacy practices. The focus group interview also interrogated students’ 

views about the value of the support programme. I was able to interrogate the questions that 

emerged from the second round of interviews and clarify patterns emerging from observation 

data and the first phase of data mining. This was also useful for triangulation purposes. At times 

I found it challenging to facilitate the group discussion especially with dominant speaker and I 

had to make sure everyone in the group had an opportunity to share their views.  

5.6.2.4 Focus group interview with peer tutors  

I decided to hold a focus group interview with the peer tutors because I wanted to gauge their 

perceptions and experiences of the phenomena under study (Kruger & Casey, 2000). The peer 

tutors play a crucial role in WURU and so they are in a good position to shed further light on the 

efficacy of the programme and how it shapes students’ academic literacy practices. Further, peer 

tutors can provide their own perspectives of the structural and cultural conditions that enable or 

constrain students as they participate in WURU. They also discussed their perceptions and 

experiences of the students’ participation in WURU. Emphasizing the importance of key 

participants, Yin (2003, p. 90) states that “such persons not only provide the case study 

investigator with insights into a matter but also can suggest sources of corroboratory or contrary 

evidence –and also initiate the access to such sources”. Therefore, adding focus group interviews 

added meaning to the data derived from the individual interviews, observations, and document 

analysis as a form of triangulation. All peer tutors were approached to ask their willingness and 

availability to take part in the focus group interviews. All nine agreed to participate in the focus 

group interview. Like the individual interviews, the focus group interviews were audio-recorded 

and transcribed.  

5.6.3 Observations  

Bell (2010, p.191) explains that observation “can be useful in discovering whether people do 

what they say they do or behave in the way they claim to behave”. Commenting on the 

advantages of observations, Cohen, et al. (2007, p.396) explain that “the observation as a 

research process... offers an investigator the opportunity to gather ‘live’ data from naturally 

occurring situations”. Cohen et al. (2007) identify two types of observations - participant 
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observation and nonparticipant observation: participant observations allow the researcher to 

actively participate in the same activities that they have set out observe. As researchers immerse 

themselves in observational activities, they become part of the group (Cohen et al., 2007). On the 

other hand, a non-participant observer is not directly involved in the activities they are observing 

(Cohen et al., 2007). Initially, I went in to observe as a non-participant observer, however, 

occasionally the peer tutor would ask me to give my views on what was being discussed. I have 

been a tutor in the Writing Centre and Education Studies Course myself, so they drew on me a 

resource.  My participation in the activities involved giving some clarity on certain concepts 

when asked by the peer tutor. Therefore, my role as the researcher changed from a non-

participant to participant observer (Merriam, 2001; Cohen et al, 2010).   

Each week for 5 weeks, I attended WURU group sessions observing all participants engage in 

activities. I observed students engage in activities and respond to tasks which included reading, 

discussions, question, and answers and writing. My observations focused on the facilitation 

teaching and learning process, the content covered during group sessions, the student’s 

interaction with each other during group discussions, their engagement with materials or 

resources, tasks and activities, their responses to questions and their engagement with the peer 

tutors. My role entailed being actively involved in some activities as noted above, making field 

notes to document the sessions, recording them. My observations also included the materials or 

resources (human and materials) to understand how these enabled or constrained students’ 

development of academic literacy practices.  

My observations allowed me an opportunity to see the interactions amongst the students and 

their peer tutors. I could then compare the observations with their descriptions in the interview as 

an alternative source of data for triangulation. Through observation, I was able to see the 

participants in action, as distinct from their report on what they do. This provided an opportunity 

for me to look more directly at what was taking place in situ (Cohen et al, 2010, p.397).  

McMillan and Schumacher (2001) agree that observations reveal characteristics and elicit data 

that is nearly impossible to gather with other means or approaches. Observations enabled me to 

gather data concerning the nature of WURU group sessions and the forms of participation in 

activities, information which I could not collect through document collection. My history as tutor 
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and M.Ed. student equipped me with the theoretical and experience based framework needed to 

construct meaning from the observations.  

In observations, particularly if they are recorded, there is always the potential risk of what 

Denscombe (2007) calls observer effect, which could affect the validity and reliability of the 

data. This effect arises when participants become aware of being observed causing them to 

change their behaviour (Denscombe, 2007, p.69). This according Denscombe (2007, p.69) 

results in getting embarrassed; and in the process disguise their normal practice/be defensive. For 

researchers to avoid the observer effect, Denscombe (2007, p.69) suggests two things they 1) 

“spend time on site, so that the researcher becomes ‘part of the furniture’; and 2) have minimal 

interaction with those being observed”. As highlighted earlier on, being a tutor in the Writing 

Centre and Education studies helped minimize the observe effect. This was I was friends with 

most of the peer tutors which made it possible to have access to the groups. 

Beside writing down what I was observing, I also had ethical clearance (Appendix 10) from the 

school this allowed me to get consent from the coordinator, peer tutors and students to video 

record during observations.   

5.6.3.1 Field notes 

As a participant observer, I compiled notes of my observations accounts in my field work 

notebook. These were compiled from May 2017 to September 2017. Field notes allow the 

researcher to write down what is being observed (De Vos et al, 2005). During the observation 

and the interview period, I would take field notes during and immediately after each interview or 

observations to keep a record of my observations and impressions (Flick, 2006). Field notes 

allowed me to describe and analyze the group sessions as space in which students learn new 

academic literacy practices. Analysing the sessions’ activities in which students engaged helped 

me to understand the nature of teaching and learning within WURU which enable or constrain 

the students’ development of academic literacy practices. I included my observations of teaching 

approaches, materials or resources used, mediating methods used by peer tutors and other 

important items I considered helpful in explaining the structural and cultural conditions within 

WURU as an academic support programme.  
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Observations and field notes can be time-consuming and subjective. They are subjective because 

they are prone to observer biases (Akbayrak, 2000; Simpson & Tucson, 2003). However, field 

notes are invaluable as aids to the researcher’s memory during the data presentation and analysis 

phases. In addition, the use of other methods (interviews; focus groups, reflective journals) helps 

mitigate possible biases that might arise during observations. Hence, the chosen research 

procedures for this study as discussed above work together to build trustworthiness of the study.   

5.7 Data analysis  

Data analysis is an on-going process that starts at the initial stages of the study and continues 

throughout the research (Bernard & Ryan, 2010; Gray, 2009; Litchman, 2010). Hence, data 

gathering, and analysis are so interlinked that one cannot work with them separately. This aligns 

with Maxwell’s (2013) view that qualitative research data analysis should happen simultaneously 

with the data generation process because it enables the researcher to focus the data collection on 

the themes that emerge and to test emerging conclusions. Therefore, data generation process and 

analysis should concurrently because, as Maxwell (2013) argues, they influence each other. In 

this study, I tried to follow Maxwell’s (2013) suggestion making sure that data analysis start 

during data collection period as this helped focus the research.  

Since the study was underpinned by a social realist framework (Archer, M., 1996, 2000), this 

guided the process of data collection and analysis. The data analysis process started off by 

getting emersed in the data familiarising myself with the data (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). 

This process required me to read all field notes, documents, and transcribed interviews. This 

process gave me insight into how to manage data.  

The next step of the data analysis process was coding. Coding involves breaking down of data 

into manageable segments (Schwandt, 2000). This process enabled me to dissect data into small 

segments for easy examination, compare and contrast the identified codes with the aim of finding 

answers to my research questions. At this stage of coding I applied Maxwell’s (2012: 111–113) 

three distinctive categories, namely organisational, theoretical and substantive. These three 

categories served as an organising tool for the codes identified from the data. Organisational 

categories are “broad areas and issues that may be identified prior to the generation of data and 

can be understood as “bins” for sorting the data for further analysis” (Nudelman, 2021, p.85). In 
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this study, the organisation categories included the structure of WURU, Education Studies course 

1, peer tutors and academic literacy practices. The theoretical category involves aligning data to 

the theoretical framework underpinning the study which in this case was social realism 

(Nudelman, 2021). In this case, the identified codes were sorted according to the three concepts 

of structure, culture and agency. I thus began examining and looking for information related to 

structure, culture and agency and enablements and constraints which were raised by participants. 

This data is presented in chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9. This category also helped establish the T1. 

Student interviews were coded to establish T2-T3 and T4 of the morphogenetic cycle (Nudelman, 

2021). The last category which is substantive deals with any information from the data that 

describes participants’ concepts and beliefs (Maxwell, 2012 as cited in Nudelman, 2021). This 

led to the gradual refinement of the categories used to interpret the data.  

The data analysis was taken further by also using Miles and Huberman’s (1994, p.10) three steps 

which are data reduction, data display, and conclusion/verification. The first step which is 

reduction allowed me to reduce the data by selecting relevant information from the transcripts, 

documents and field notes and align it to Maxwell’s (2013) organisation category. The second 

step was display which involved categorising coded data under different theoretical concepts as 

discussed above and lastly was the verification step which involved reading and re-reading, 

reviewing and making conclusions to ensure there was no misrepresentation of the data. The 

outlined theoretical framework elements guide the organisation and presentation of data as 

indicated in chapters 6,7,8 and 9. 

5.8 Ethical issues  

Ethics are an important consideration in research for the protection of the rights and integrity of 

all the participants and for ensuring a sense of responsibility and accountability on the part of the 

researcher. According to Oates, Kwiatkowski and Coulthard (2010), research ethics are the 

moral principles guiding research from its inception through to completion and publication of 

results. Therefore, before any data was collected, permission was sought from the School of 

Education to conduct the research. The purpose of this was to negotiate issues of accessibility 

with the people involved in the support programme such as the coordinator, peer tutors and 

students and to familiarise myself with the environment and research participants before 
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embarking on the research process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Yin, 2009). This relationship was 

partly enabled by my role as a peer tutor in the Writing Centre prior to and during the study. 

Burns and Grove (2003) contend that participants in research must be respected as autonomous 

beings who should make their own sound decisions. The ethical measures that were taken are 

discussed below. 

5.9 My positionality as a researcher 

Positionality “reflects the position that the researcher has chosen to adopt within a given research 

study” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p.71). This according to Rowe (2014) influences the 

direction of the research and the end results. As I mentioned in the previous section, I was part of 

the Writing Centre as a peer tutor for postgraduate students. What this means is that I was not 

directly involved in WURU. However, I acknowledge that my position as a peer tutor in the 

Writing Centre might have influenced participants’ openness towards me and my research study. 

Therefore, being a peer tutor in the Writing Centre had its advantage and disadvantage. The 

advantage was that I had easy to access to WURU, documents and participants. This made the 

data collection process easier because I was familiar with the context and I had a good working 

relationship with the peer tutors and the coordinator of WURU. Fellow peer tutors understood 

that I had a research to do and were quite happy to accommodate me with all that I needed for 

my research. This relationship came in handy when selecting students for the study (see section 

5.5.2).   

  

As a peer tutor for postgraduate studies, my relationship with the students participating in 

WURU was slightly different to that of the peer tutors who worked closely with them. In terms 

of accessing students, this was also relatively uncomplicated because peer tutors and the 

coordinator helped me to identify students they considered suitable for the study (see section 

5.5.2 in this chapter). Thus, I had a sufficient number of students who volunteered to participate. 

As a senior tutor in Writing Centre, I knew that my position had a major influence on the 

research participants. This could also create bias which is a common criticism often labelled 

against qualitative research (Merriam, 1995). I was conscious of the biases that cropped up 

during the research and tried to be reflexive. This made me also aware that my role as a tutor 

coloured my perspective and judgement and this had implications for the research design and the 
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research process. As result, it was important for me to remain at a necessary distance and not to 

impose my prior experiences on the data. To overcome the challenges I tried to maintain some 

objectivity by establishing some distance between myself and the participants.  

5.10 Trustworthiness of the research findings 

The trustworthiness of the research finding depends on a “sound research design” (Grbich, 2013, 

p.5) which I have discussed throughout this chapter. I made sure that the data generation 

methods are in line with Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) techniques for conducting qualitative 

research that achieves the outlined criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that ensuring credibility is one of most important 

factors in establishing trustworthiness. There are several steps a researcher can take to increase 

the credibility of a study, namely: ensuring correct description of participants (Holloway, 2005); 

“early familiarity with the culture of participating organizations” before the researcher collects 

data for the first time (Shenton, 2004, p.64); triangulation (Denscombe, 2010) and peer and 

supervisor consultations (Lincoln & Guba 1985).  

In this study I made a considerable effort to ensure that I follow the steps mentioned above (see 

details in sections 5.4,5.5, 5.5.1 and 5.5.2). In addition, multiple data collection methods were 

used to develop “converging lines of inquiry, a process of triangulation and corroboration” (Yin, 

2009, p.115). Deriving information from multiple data sources is crucial for presenting 

“convincing and accurate” findings (Yin, 2009, p.116). In this study, different sources of data 

(interviews, observations and documents) were used to examine WURU and how it shaped 

students’ academic literacy practices. This allowed opportunities for triangulation, described by 

Cohen et al. (2007, p.233) as an effort to map out and explain fully the richness and complexity 

of human behaviour by studying it from more than one standpoint. Furthermore, member 

checking was used to verify the accuracy of responses from participants. Member checking was 

done to improve the accuracy, credibility, and validity of the study. Participants were allowed to 

check a draft of the transcribed interviews for errors and make clarifications to avoid 

misinterpretations and misrepresentations of their views (Maxwell, 2005).  

Transferability is also a technique used to ensure the trustworthy of the research study which 

focuses on the applicability of the findings to other contexts (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p.36). 
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Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.36) argue that “some degree of transfer is possible if enough ‘thick 

description’ is available about both the sending and the receiving contexts to make a reasoned 

judgement possible”. Therefore, it is important to give a clear description of what the 

phenomenon is and the context of the research so that other people may judge if the findings are 

applicable to their situations and enable them to compare the cases of the phenomenon described 

in the research report with those emerging in their situations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985 as cited in 

Shenton, 2004). To achieve this, the site, participants involved in this study are clearly described 

in section 5.5 and 5.6. Additionally, the methods taken to collect data are also clearly defined. 

All the participants involved in the study provided valuable information about the study. In terms 

of rich and thick descriptions, this was accomplished by transcribing interviews verbatim and by 

including direct quotations of participants’ responses.  

5.11 Informed consent 

Before carrying out research, a researcher must obtain the consent of the participants and the 

institutions involved in the research (Denscombe, 2010). Letters of request and consent forms 

were sent to respective participants inviting them to engage in the research process (see 

Appendix 1, 2, 3, and 4, 5, 6). The consent documentation contained brief information about the 

research project and the research expectations.  According to Kent (1996) when it comes to 

informed consent, aspects that need to be considered are: 

 giving information that is relevant to the subjects’ decision about whether or not to 

participate, 

 ensuring the participants understand that information, 

 ensuring that participation is voluntary, and 

 acquiring parental consent when working with children. 

Efforts were made to ensure confidentiality of the data and to protect the privacy and anonymity 

of all participants. Names of participants were changed and substituted with pseudonyms. All 

participants were accorded the right to withdraw from the research project at any time if they felt 

so inclined. Throughout the data collection process, I tried to respect the integrity of the 

participants by ensuring that no harm was done to them, “including avoiding the use of deception 

in the study” (Yin, 2009, p.73). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) advise that researchers work with 
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participants to carefully think about future implications arising from decisions concerning 

anonymity. The researcher tried to also protect the “privacy and confidentiality” of all 

participants to ensure that they are not put in undesirable positions at the time when the study is 

being conducted (Yin, 2009, p.73). I also made sure that interviews were held in a private space 

so that participants could speak freely. Further, participants were informed that data collected 

will only be shared between the researcher and her supervisors. Additionally, the participants 

were also informed that data collected will be destroyed after five years after completion of the 

study.  

5.12 Summary of the chapter 

This chapter provided an outline of the research paradigm, research methodologies and the 

research design used in the research procedures, participants, data collection instruments, how 

the data was collected and analysed and ethical considerations. Drawing on a social realist 

framework that was presented in chapter four, it is argued and concluded that all interpretations 

derived from the data analysis are subjective and this demands a high level of credibility, 

consistency, transparency and reflection to ensure a high research quality. The chapter further 

described how qualitative data was generated (including how I negotiated access to the research 

sites and what research methods were used), how data was managed, and finally how data was 

analysed through the theoretical lenses of morphogenesis.  The chapter concluded with a 

discussion on the ethical considerations of the study and described steps taken to ensure validity 

and trustworthiness of the data and research findings. The next chapter presents a contextual 

profile of students foregrounding the structural and cultural conditions that shaped students’ prior 

literacy practices before their participation in WURU. 
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CHAPTER SIX:  CONTEXTUAL PROFILE OF STUDENTS’ PRIOR 

LITERACY PRACTICES  

6.1 Introduction 

This is the first of the two contextual profile chapters and provides a brief description of the 

student participants’ life stories with a focus on their prior literacy practices. This chapter, 

therefore, focuses on answering the following sub question of the research: What are the B. Ed 

students’ literacy practices prior to participating in the academic literacy support programme? 

By using Margaret Archer’s morphogenetic framework, as outlined in chapter 4, this chapter 

examines the structural, cultural, and agential conditions that shaped students’ prior literacy 

practices. In doing so, the chapter shows what literacy practices students possess when they 

transition into university and these influence their knowledge of and engagement with academic 

literacy practices in a university setting. Thus, this chapter shows what students enter the 

morphogenetic cycle with at T1 before WURU.  

The chapter begins with brief student life stories. Then I proceed to describe their literacy 

practices as told by student participants in the first individual interviews, focusing on what 

enabled or constrained them. Given the nature of the study, my aim was to understand the 

students’ prior literacy practices and how these played a part in the students’ academic literacy 

practices once they had enrolled at university.  

6.2 Introducing the students 

In these brief vignettes (see below) of the students’ lives I present the geographical location 

where the students grew up, whom they lived with, what language/s they speak at home, and 

their schooling experiences, focusing on the language of teaching and learning at primary and 

secondary school. Margaret Archer emphasises the role of context because that is where human 

interaction takes place; the context therefore forms the structural and cultural properties that 

enable or constrain human action and by implication their engagement in literacy practices 

(Archer, M., 2003). All names of the student participants have been changed to adhere to the 

ethical requirements as set out in the methodology chapter, section 5.8.  



94 

 

6.2.1 Student profiles 

Sisanda 

Sisanda comes from Krugersdorp on the East Rand of Johannesburg in the Gauteng Province. 

She lives with her father, stepmother, and siblings. She is multilingual, speaking Tsonga, Swati, 

and English. Sisanda mentioned that she speaks Siswati at home because of her stepmother who 

is Siswati. The language of teaching and learning at both her primary and secondary school was 

a combination of Tsonga and English. Sisanda matriculated in 2014, but because she had to 

upgrade some of her matric marks, she was only accepted at Witwatersrand in 2016 to study a 

BSc in Geology. Due to financial challenges, she struggled with attending class and keeping up 

with lectures and tests. She had applied for the National Student Financial Scheme (NSFAS) but 

by the time she was awarded a grant, the academic year was too far advanced. Sisanda felt she 

could not continue with her BSc degree. In 2017, she decided to change from the Science Faculty 

to Humanities and that is how she ended up doing a B.Ed.  

Sizwe 

Sizwe is originally from Mpumalanga Province where his parents still live. He currently stays in 

one of the university residences. His home language is SiSwati. He matriculated in 2016 and was 

admitted for a B.Ed in 2017 at Witwatersrand University. Sizwe wanted to study medicine but he 

mentioned that he did not apply in time and that is why he opted to do a degree in education. The 

languages of teaching and learning at Sizwe’s schools right from preschool to high school were 

Siswati and English, with heavy use of code-switching. In the interview, Sizwe described his 

experience of being taught in this way as “difficult”, because it meant he did not develop 

academic English and therefore struggled more when he arrived at university, where the lectures 

are in English. He also commented that his lack of English made it hard for him to communicate 

with non-Swati peers at university. Sizwe therefore felt that the use of his home languages at 

school disadvantaged him because it did not match the secondary discourses he had to acquire in 

the university setting.    
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Dudu 

Dudu hails from Daveyton, a township on the East Rand of Johannesburg which is part of the 

Ekurhuleni Metropolitan Municipality in Gauteng Province. She currently stays at one the 

university residences to avoid commuting back and forth. She went to a public school in the 

township where she matriculated in 2016. Her home language is IsiZulu and the language of 

learning and teaching at school was English, with code-switching used to some degree and 

IsiZulu offered as a home language. 

Nceba 

Nceba is from KwaZulu-Natal Province. She stays with her mother, aunt, and siblings. Her father 

stays in a different place. She registered for the B.Ed. at the University of Witwatersrand in 

2017, and currently lives in a student residence in Braamfontein. She was schooled in KwaZulu- 

Natal where she matriculated in 2016. Nceba’s home language is IsiZulu and she was taught at 

school in IsiZulu and English.  

John 

John is from Limpopo where he lived with his parents before moving to Gauteng to attend 

university. He resided in one of the student residents in Braamfontein at the time of the study. 

John went to school in Limpopo and matriculated in 2016. He speaks Sepedi as his home 

language, and the LOLT at his primary and high schools was a combination of English as 

additional language and Setswana. John explained in the interview that using the two languages 

at school from a young age made it easy for him to master them both. 

Dube 

Dube is from Tzaneen, Bolobedu South in Limpopo Province. He lives with his mother and 

siblings. He went to school in Tzaneen and matriculated in 2016 and then moved to 

Johannesburg to pursue his B.Ed. studies. In the interview, Dube mentioned that he started 

primary school late, and so is 21 in his first year at university. Dube speaks Sepedi at home. The 

LOLT at both his primary and high schools was English but with heavy code-switching to 

Sepedi. In his interview, Dube was critical of this code-switching, particularly for teaching 
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English as a subject. He also noted the difference between formal academic Sepedi used at 

school and the informal Sepedi he uses at home. 

Sibanda 

Sibanda grew up in Alexandra Township in Johannesburg, in Gauteng Province, where he lives 

with his parents and his young sister. Sibanda speaks Tsitsonga and IsiZulu at home. He went to 

a Soweto public school where the LOLTs were IsiZulu and English. Rather than feeling 

challenged by not being able to study in Tsitsonga at school, Sibanda is positive about being 

multilingual, and enjoyed using IsiZulu and English at school.  

6.2.2 Summary of the student profiles 

For students in this study, English is either a second or third language in which they do not have 

high academic proficiency, although it was the official LOLT at their schools and both the 

official and actual LOLT at Witwatersrand. English as LOLT therefore acts as a constraint for 

some of these students, impeding their epistemic access, particularly at university. The students’ 

experience is consonant with the complex status of English as a global “Supralanguage” (Parry, 

2010), which carries enormous cultural capital but at the same time creates barriers to access, 

which leads to social exclusion of those whose proficiency in the language is weak (Janks, 

2010). What the profiles also highlight is that the students have some awareness of this 

predicament; they are not satisfied with either how English was taught as a subject or how it was 

used as the medium of instruction. Nearly all participants highlight code-switching as 

detrimental to their learning of English. The students’ comments confirm what was discussed in 

chapters 1 and 2 about the dominant use of English as medium of instruction and how this shapes 

students’ epistemic access. The students’ experiences at school also have implications for their 

development of academic literacy practices at university, which depend on a high level of 

academic English. As highlighted in chapters 1 and 3 students tend to find it challenging to 

transition from school literacies to academic literacy which was the case for participants in this 

study. Hence, their placement in an intervention programme to support their development of 

academic literacy practices was necessary. The next section discusses the literacy practices of the 

student research participants before enrolling in the support programme, as revealed in their first 

interviews.  
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6.3 Structural and cultural conditions that shaped students’ prior literacy practices 

6.3.1 Schools as structure that conditioned students’ literacy practices  

Schools can either constrain or enable a student’s literacy practices and the South African 

schooling system can be described as dysfunctional because of its failure to adequately prepare 

learners for university. This holds particularly true in terms of academic literacy practices (see 

CHE, 2010; Eybers, 2018; Scott, 2017a, Yeld, 2010,). In this study, evidence from the data 

reveals that schools played a significant role in shaping students’ literacy practices. In the first 

interviews students indicated that these reading and writing practices were suited for 

‘schoolwork’. This finding affirms what has been found in other contexts about the dominance of 

the powerful school literacy (see Parry, 2010; Street & Lefstein, 2007; Street, 1995). While 

school literacy is dominant, it tends to be considered inadequate in universities, hence 

positioning students as underprepared. Students in this study were also aware of differences 

between their primary- and secondary-school experiences of literacy, and university literacy 

practices. This section, therefore, focuses on their schooling context and how these shaped 

students’ literacy practices.  

6.3.1.1 Influence in primary and secondary schooling 

As discussed above, school as context provides conditions which can enable or constrain 

student’s literacy practices. Evidence from the data suggests that students’ literacy practices are 

mainly shaped within the schooling context because they provide space and resources for 

students to engage in various literacy practices. All structural influences, in this case the powers 

of SEP, condition the contexts that people find themselves in. One of the questions posed to 

students was to comment on the opportunities they had to read, speak, and write at school. 

Students indicated various ways in which both their primary and secondary schools supported 

their reading, writing and speaking skills. Evidence from the data showed that participants had 

opportunities to engage in literacy practices like reading and writing at school. For instance, 

Sisanda mentioned that it was in primary school that she was encouraged to read but not so much 

in high school. In her narrative, she explained “…they encouraged us to read; mostly primary 

they did encourage us to read other books they would also give us sometimes” (individual 

interview May 2017). Sisanda continued to make a comparison between her primary school and 
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high school experiences with reading, commenting that “But in high school, they didn't dwell 

much on that. They only dwelled on our schoolwork” (individual interview May 2017). When 

asked what she used to read in primary school, she commented as follows: “[P]rimary those 

books and the kid’s things...Yes, story books. In high school novels but not most of the time, some 

of the times” (individual interview, May 2017). Recalling what she used to read in primary, 

Sisanda went to elaborate that “[Y]a we were reading novels sometimes and these kids’ story 

books” (individual interview May 2017). Similarly, John also cites the influence of his primary 

school in encouraging him to read. He commented that he had opportunities in primary school 

“[O]pportunities yes, they were because aah at Primary school if I remember there was a time, 

we were taken to the school library to read. We would go maybe twice a week to read things 

related to school” (Individual interview, May 2017). Sizwe shared similar sentiments putting 

emphasis on his primary school. This is what he had to say “[B]ut I think I learnt more reading 

in primary” (Individual interview, May 2017). Sizwe credits his primary school as the space 

which enabled him to learn basic reading. In the interviewed he commented as follows:  

It is where I learnt to pronounce more words. They taught us the vowels, the alphabets, 

how to join those vowels. Yah those sort things. If you join the alphabets, they form a 

word. As I went the higher you go the more you get more information. The more you 

combine the words they form a paragraph and that are what I was taught (individual 

interview, May 2017).  

Sizwe’s comments show that he had acquired decoding skills which is a very basic literacy skills, 

yet university require more than decoding texts. What is also clear in Sizwe’s comments is that 

he has an autonomous understanding of literacy. In this case, Sizwe understands being literate 

involves knowing the alphabets and vowels. 

From students’ comments as presented above, they viewed their primary school as place that 

shaped their literacy practices. The primary school context created enabling conditions that 

allowed student to engage in reading for example, access to the library and teacher involvement 

as indicated above. Thus, primary schools provided students with ample opportunities to engage 

in literacy practices. However, basic school reading was understood in a fairly limited way.  For 

example, John made a remark that they were taken to “read things related to school”.  
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While students credit their primary schools as spaces that created enabling conditions to engage 

in reading practices, they felt differently about their secondary schools. Students felt that in high 

school, the focus was more on what some of them called “academic work” or “schoolwork”. For 

examples explained that literacy practices such as reading required individual agency because the 

school did not dwell much on it. She explained this as follows: “You would read if you wanted to 

alone. If you are a reading type you would read. If you are not a reading type then you would not 

because they did not really help us much with that” (individual interview, May 2017). It is 

interesting to note that Sisanda saw reading as happening outside school and did not consider 

schoolwork to also involve reading. In this case, Sisanda saw her high school context as creating 

constraining conditions when it came to engaging reading because there is no support or 

motivation provided. Her comments also reflect what Gee (2011, p.103) refers to as situated 

meanings which he defines as “the specific meanings words and phrases take on in specific 

contexts of use”. For Sisanda as mentioned above reading can only be done for pleasure. These 

comments are the opposite to what Parry (2010) observed in a Ugandan community where she 

had helped set up a community library, pointing out that people in this community associated 

reading with studying: “So close is the association between schooling and literacy that many 

Ugandans use ‘reading’ as a synonym for ‘studying” (p.16). Sisanda’s words thus reflect what 

was discussed in chapter 2 about the complexity around the concept of literacy and how different 

meaning are attached to it depending on people, time, and contexts. When students transition into 

universities, they bring different discourses from their community’s CS which will influence the 

S-C of their engagement with academic literacy at university.   

Dudu also shared the same sentiment when she pointed out that in high school there was already 

an expectation that you should know how to read and write. Therefore, less emphasis was placed 

on these literacy practices. Dudu had this to say: “[A]lready when you come to school, they are 

expecting you to know how to read, to write from primary not knowing that our level is not the 

same, so they don’t push that part – they don’t care about it” (Individual interview, May 2017). 

Dudu was more critical about the way her school dealt with reading and writing practices and the 

impact it had on her. She commented as follows: “[T]he problem with our high school, the 

teachers are focusing mainly on the academics. They do not care about other things that would 

build the learners” (Individual interview, May 2017). Like Sisanda, Dudu’s comments show that 

her high school created a constraining context for her because she felt there was lack of support 
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and encouragement from the schools when it came to reading for pleasure. Dudu concludes that 

“That’s why I say the love I had for writing and debating was killed when I got too secondary 

because nobody cared about it (individual interview, May 2017). Dudu’s comments reflect that 

the CS of the school did not align with her personal project wanting to read, write and debate and 

thus, acted as a constraint. Students comments also reflect what Margaret Archer (1995, 1996) 

explain that “the ability of agents to respond to enablement and constraints is based on the 

interests that are vested in the positions that they occupy in the social structure, in terms of, for 

instance, access to material resources, and the bargaining power at their disposal. Margaret 

Archer (1995) argues that structure has independent powers that exert influence on agents by 

constraining or enabling their actions in relation to their projects. In this case, the school as a 

structure conditioned Dudu’s love for reading, writing, and debating (Projects) because it acted 

as constraint when it came to reading.  

For John, his experience is different and contradicts what the other two participants have said. 

He commends his school for encouraging him to read for academics as well as for pleasure 

saying “Ok I can say at school they encouraged us to read. They used to tell us to read for 

pleasure and to read for academic text” (Individual interview, May 2017). Upon further 

questioning, however, he said he felt high school did not prepare him for university when it came 

to reading and writing:  

I can say partly because we were not especially in high school; we were not influenced to 

read. If you do not want to read it is up to you. So, we were not influenced at least in 

primary school we were even forced to go to the local library and register to get cards 

for us such that when you want some reading you can go there and take them (Individual 

interview, May 2017). 

John’s narrative was echoed almost all participants who felt there was encouragement to read 

only because of schoolwork. In the subsequent comments, John also highlights the difficulties he 

has encounter in his first year when it came to academic reading. He comments:  

Some of the things we are encountering here they were not taught at school. Like the 

issue of reading, we were not taught and some of us are not used to reading because it 

was not reinforced at school. And here it is something that we must do (Individual 

interview, May 2017). 



101 

 

John’s narrative does seem to point to the mismatch between the knowledge and skills that 

students bring to university (Scott 2018, p.10) and the expected competence university requires. 

In Margaret Archer’s terms, his comments point to the gap that exists between how literacy is 

defined in school CS compared to academic literacy practices as defined in the university CS. 

John particularly singled out vocabulary, referencing and how to write what he called the 

“argumentative essay”. He further highlighted the issue of plagiarism and the difficulties he had 

in dealing with it. He said: 

“Firstly, it’s the referencing thing. Secondly, it is taking the cutting and pasting - here 

you do not cut and paste. Thirdly at high school it is more like you can even write 

something you do not understand because you must just cram that thing and apply it in 

the paper. Nobody cares you do not know it. But then here you must understand, you 

cannot write something you do not understand. You must understand the thing. And then 

it is challenging because… when you are writing you can find yourself confused how to 

apply this thing…” (Individual interview, May 2017) 

Again, John’s comments show the difference between complexity surrounding the literacy 

practices he mentions and his simplistic understanding of reading as decoding mentioned on the 

page 146. The section also highlighted something interesting which is the use of literacy as a tool 

for learning (Ivanič et.al, 2009, p.77). This also signals that schools play a major role in shaping 

students’ literacy practices. What was also interesting is that students in this study did 

acknowledge literacy practices acquired from schooling experience do not match what is 

expected of them. For example, Bongani had this to say:  

I think it is very problematic to compare high school writing with this writing. Maybe it is 

the main thing which made me fail dismally the first assignment. Because with writing 

here it is very different …Here it is academical and like mostly I was introduced to new 

things… You have to employee new ways of dealing with these things whereby you can 

paraphrase. All these things they were very confusing. Like, we basically see the errors 

after moving to them (Individual interview, May 2017). 

The above excerpt confirms what research says about the challenges first year students encounter 

as they transition into higher education. Students such as participants in this study find 

“University writing is a new discourse that differs greatly from what students have learned to do 

in high school” (Daniels & Richards, 2011, p.41) and this evidenced in this chapter and sections 
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7.3.2 and 7.3.2). As highlighted in chapter 1, this problem is blamed on poor schooling which 

creates what has been referred to as the articulation gap (see Bell and Santamaria, 2018; Case, 

Marshall, Grayson, 2013; DoE 1997; CHE, 2013; DHET, 2012; Kelly-Laubscher, Paxton, 

Majombozi and Mashele, 2018; Maldoni, 2017; Pather & Dorasamy, 2018; Scott, 2018, for more 

details on this). What the evidence also indicates is that students do come to university with 

literacy practices; however, as Namakula and Prozesky (2019, p.42) and Scott (2017) argue, the 

problem is not about student “under-preparedness" but rather a mismatch between discourses 

from both the students' personal socio-cultural histories (poor schooling, language, etc. as 

indicated previously in chapter), and the history of the universities (as colonial institutions with a 

set of dominant discourses). I do agree that students do come to university with different ways of 

knowing and literacy skills acquired throughout their schooling. However, these tend to be in 

conflict with university practices and ways of knowing (Lea &Stierer, 2000) as evidence 

indicates in chapter 7 (see sections 7.3.1, 7.3.2 and 7.3.3). Hence most students such as 

participants in this study require academic support in the form of WURU to “empower students 

from non-dominant cultures by acting as a bridge to school-based funds of knowledge and 

discourses” (Namakula & Prozesky, 2019, p.43) so as to bridge the gap (see also chapters 1 and 

8 for more details).  

6.3.1.2 Influence of the curriculum 

The SEPs of school such as the curriculum include literacy practices that are valued and 

privileged in society (Ivanič et al., 2009, p.20). This aligns with what Ivanič et al., (2009, p.20) 

point out that “policy privileges certain forms of reading and writing, which were established as 

the correct ones to be taught within the contexts of education”. What students also describe in 

this section demonstrates what Ivanič and his colleagues conclude that “this then becomes a 

driver for the perceived success or failure of the education system and individual teachers” 

(ibid). Thus, evidence indicates that the school curriculum as a structure created enabling 

conditions which shaped students’ literacy practices in a particular direction which 

simultaneously constrained their development of agency. During the interview, most students 

mentioned engaging in school literacy practices such as reading, writing, speeches, and debates. 

Students did not consider these as literacy practices but instead referred to them to as “academic” 

or “schoolwork”. This reaffirms Lillis (2006) and Lea (2013, as cited in Coleman, 2016) who 



103 

 

comment that reading and writing as core activities have remained associated with learning and 

assessment rather than with wider empowerment of agency, not just in higher education but also 

in this case in primary and high school. Students in this study showed strong awareness of the 

curriculum as a structure in that they used the assessment terminology as specified in the 

Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS on wards) to describe their work. This 

suggests the extent to which the SS of the CAPS shapes the S-C of the classroom and constrains 

or enables learning. For example, when students were asked if they had opportunities to read and 

write at school, Bongani commented that they used to read novels as part of the IsiZulu and 

English language syllabus:  

In IsiZulu I read novels because there are 3 papers – paper 1, paper 2, paper 3. Paper 1 

is on language and writing. Paper 2 poems and novels. Paper 3 focused on creative 

writing for example, letter writing, advertisement etc. So, in IsiZulu we read novels, 

poems, advertisements. Things like the climax all the categories... In English we were 

dealing with short stories we would read them… Sometimes the teacher asks us 

tomorrow- what is this saying – and you will be embarrassed if you do not know if you 

did not read your short story because he can ask you the certain character…– Yes – what 

is the main character doing. Such things. Then we were doing poems and literature. Then 

language – its figures of speech, all the other parts of language in English (Individual 

interview, May 2017). 

The structuring power of assessment of learning is evident in the words of the following student:  

In writing, we are writing classwork…We do tests whereby examine us on everything they 

taught us. The novels themselves, the poems…after reading a poem we attempt writing 

questions, answering questions based on what we have read (Individual interview, May 

2017).  

Jabu clearly stated that “They were part of the curriculum. They were books we were supposed to 

read and then do the activities” (individual interview, May 2017). Elaborating on the kind of 

literacy practices he engaged in at school, Jabu also used the language of CAPS:  

We were writing speeches, essays... They would give you a topic and go prepare. We 

were doing both unprepared speech and prepared speech. When we were doing prepared 

speech, you would come with your own topic of choice. Unprepared speech the teacher 

would just call you go to the front and give you the topic and then you present it yourself 

(Individual interview, May 2017 emphasis added).  

The students also reported literacies taught in isolation from meaning or context. Jabu described 

what he used to do at school when it came to writing:  
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You know in terms of writing our teachers what they used to do there was a day our 

teacher told us that today is the day of spelling. We are dealing with spelling. She would 

just call those words then you write that. So, after all of us write then we would exchange 

books. Then after she would invite one learner to come in front and write that first word 

on the board and the teacher would say this is correct or incorrect. If the word is correct 

the teacher would tell you mark the book of your other peer… (Individual interview, May 

2017). 

Sizwe describes how literacies were taught without support for language difficulties:  

I remember the essays that we would write. It was difficult to write an essay and letter, 

literature it was difficult for me because, you know what to write, you know in your mind 

that this question says… write a review or diary or report, but…you do not know how to 

write it. You just know in your own language to write this and this. But to write it! 

…Sometimes you do not know what words to use there (Individual interview, May 2017). 

Sizwe when discussing how he was taught to structure an essay he also used these terms:  

“how to write an introduction, how to write conclusion. We did the topic sentence, how to 

write a conclusion in a paragraph. We also did speech when we were doing unprepared 

speech or prepared speech, they would also teach us how to do that it is almost like an 

essay (Individual interview, May 2017). 

The end result of these constraining factors is that many participants remain primary agents. 

Their reflection reveals them to remain below the level of meta-reflection constrained by the 

vocabulary of CAPS from critiquing their learning in any meaningful way. Despite these 

constraints, however, some students did become actors inhabiting the role of the learner and 

using school literacies for their own projects to achieve good marks (see chapter 8 for details). 

John described how he used writing saying: 

I would read and highlight some important points. Sometimes I would write a summary 

for myself. Because they used to ask what the topic was about. It was easy for me to 

explain. It would depend on what we are focusing on (Individual interview, May 2017, 

emphasis added). 

 Or activities would focus on the very basic literacy skills such as pronunciation. Nceba said, “In 

high school the teacher used to give us section to read. She or he would say from this part until 

this part you have to read. And you stand in front and read. She will check how you pronounce.” 
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(Individual interview, May 2017). Dudu, similarly, mentioned how negotiating the multiple 

language of the classroom impeded the teaching of literacies:   

Yes, with the summary. Normally they would say … you have to read and put it in your 

own words. So, I do not think it is a summary you are just translating…in your home 

language. We were not using point but paragraph maybe two paragraphs…In English we 

would write the summary in point form like 1, 2, 3, 4. They would say read and translate 

that paragraph. Change that paragraph into your own words (Individual interview, May 

2017). 

The influence of the curriculum on the students’ literacy practices is not surprising. Educational 

institutions such as schools create social contexts which powerfully influence students’ 

engagement with literacy practices. Margaret Archer (2000) states that the circumstances in 

which individuals or agents find themselves impinge on them and compel them to act in certain 

ways. In this study, both primary and secondary schools offered spaces in which students had 

opportunities to engage in literacy practices. However, Margaret Archer (1995) would classify 

these students’ as primary agents because they are not equipped to challenge or make changes to 

the structural and cultural systems of the school or the South African education system. Margaret 

Archer explains that as primary agents they “play no part in the strategic guidance of society 

because they literally have no say” (2000, p.268). The data thus suggests that though students did 

engage in multiple literacy practices, these were mostly confined to classroom work and shaped 

by the structures of CAPs. The evidence also shows how their literacy practices are 

overwhelmingly “teacher-directed” (Ivanič et al., 2009, p.77) with students portraying 

themselves as taking little to no initiative when it comes to their own literacy practices. 

6.3.1.3 Teachers’ influence  

The previous two sections (6.3.1.1 and 6.3.2.2) have already noted in passing that teachers as 

part of the school setting and mediators of the curriculum have a central role in learners’ 

engagement with literacy practices. This section, therefore, looks at the role teachers played in 

shaping the student participants’ literacy practices. In this study, teachers were literacy sponsors 

to use Brandt’s (2001) term, particularly in the participants’ primary schools. Literacy sponsors 

act as agents who enable, support, and teach literacy to students. In the interviews, students 

acknowledged teachers who helped them to read, particularly in primary school. While some 

participants like Sisanda praised their teachers’ involvement in their literacy practices, others like 
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Dudu felt their teachers did not offer support in helping them with their literacy practices. As 

mentioned in the previous section, schools as structures create enabling and constraining 

conditions for students to engage in different literacy practices. Thus, teachers as part of the 

school can be enabling factors or constraints. Sisanda credits her teachers and the role they 

played in shaping her reading practices albeit with an exclusive focus on schoolwork and the 

requirements of the curriculum:  

My teachers would encourage us to read since obviously we were given homework in the 

textbook to read from this page to this page. So maybe there is a text in English maybe 

you have to read a text there. On the poems paper 2 and all that. So, we have to read and 

answer questions and come to class we do that (Individual interview, May 2017). 

Sisanda, specifically, described her English teacher as the “best teacher”, saying:  

The teacher for English was the best teacher. She used to tell us that when you write an 

essay you should not write long sentences those type of things. You should not make your 

paragraph very long yah the same thing as what we are taught here at the university 

(Individual interview, May 2017).  

 

Sisanda notices that this teacher taught her literacies that are valued in the academic domain. 

This enabled her to engage in literacy practices. Nceba also praised her English teacher but for a 

different reason, saying: “With reading our teacher used to make us pick articles from 

newspapers or magazines you come and read it to the class and then explain to the class what it 

is about (Individual interview, May 2017). Here Nceba described pedagogy that gave the 

learners greater agency. 

 Another thing it was to do an interview as a group or you can choose three members, or 

you can choose and then you can write your interview on what the person is going to say 

and then you go in front of the class and present what you were writing. Another it was 

also speeches whereby you start preparing at home by writing and then you practice 

them by reading and then you come to the class read them in front (Individual interview, 

May 2017). 

In the same conversation, Nceba prides herself as a “good writer”. She had this to say about her 

writing:  

Hmmm writing I can say I was a good writer but then you know this thing in schools 

where the teacher can just write on the board, I was able to do that, but I was hiding it 

because I did not want to it because I was lazy” (Individual interview, May 2017).  
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She commented that being a good writer and reader made her a “teacher’s pet” because the 

teacher would always select her to read in front of the class which made her reluctant: 

My English teacher used to select me to read but I did not want to do it. But then I was 

tired because all the time when she comes to class, she would choose me all the time.  

That is why I never wanted to do it all the time (she laughs) (Individual interview, May 

2017). 

While participants such as Sisanda, Sibanda and Nceba credit their teachers for creating enabling 

conditions that allowed them to engage in literacy practices, other participants like Dudu and 

Bongani had different experiences. In the interview, Dudu expressed her desire to write but felt 

there was not enough support to motivate her to write. She had this to say: “I honestly wanted to 

write a story. I was very interested in writing, but I think I did not have enough support” 

(Individual interview, May 2017). She explained how there was no encouragement from the 

school or the teachers:  

Like at school – we didn't have that encouragement. The same thing as I used to love 

debate but when I go to debate somewhere, either they did not give me the topic in time 

or there was no teacher for moral support (Individual interview, May 2017).  

She further mentioned that her interest in reading and writing had been destroyed at school 

emphasising her point by using the metaphor, “they were all killed” (Individual interview, May 

2017). 

In social realist terms, Dudu’s love for writing and debating was constrained by the school and 

teachers because they failed to offer her the support and motivation, she needed to engage with 

literacy practices such as reading, writing, and debating even though these formed part of her 

personal project. In Margaret Archer’s (2012, p.99) terms Dudu lacked “relational goods” such 

as motivation and support from the teachers. Thus, in this case teachers and school created 

conditions that functioned as constraining mechanisms. In the interview, Dudu said, “so the 

teachers didn't see the need for it. Everybody was focusing on schoolwork; I might as well do 

that too” (Individual interview, May 2017). She emphasised that the teachers’ focus was mainly 

on academic work rather than broader literacy practices or other projects: “The problem with our 

high school, the teachers are focusing mainly on the academics they do not care about other 

things that would build the learners” (Individual interview, May 2017). 
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Evidence presented in this section indicates that teacher-driven practices form a major part of 

enabling students’ classroom literacies. The data thus demonstrates what Margaret Archer (2012, 

p.99) refers to as “relational goods”, the encouragement, motivation and support students 

received from their teachers with some of this enabling only school relevant literacy, other with 

more profound effects on agency. 

6.3.2 Schools as structures: conclusion 

Two overarching themes are evident in the data with reference to the participants’ prior literacy 

practices. First, schools mainly focus on "schoolwork” or “academic work” which is a 

euphemism for "the work that will get the students to pass the exams". In other words, the 

teacher’s job is to “teach to the test". Grades in the DHET exams are privileged and 

foregrounded in schools rather than the students’ development of literacy and therefore special 

emphasis is placed on making sure the prescribed curriculum requirements are met. Some 

participants show the beginning of meta-reflection about this like Bongani. For example, 

Bongani explicitly talked about how teachers are not teaching to equip learners for university but 

rather focus on the curriculum.  

Perhaps the most powerful evidence to emerge from the assessment and curriculum is the way 

students, who are first year B.Ed. students and so are not familiar with CAPS, use all the CAPS 

terminology - "prepared speech", "friendly letter", "paper 1" etc. This metalanguage has been 

acquired from their teachers at school and shows the influence the curriculum has in shaping 

teachers’ classroom talk and the literacy practices students engage in. Teachers are not teaching 

students how to read and write as an ongoing empowering practice, but rather teaching them to 

write only the required text types for the exams. This is a very restricted understanding of 

literacy, and the curriculum and the CAPS policy and the exam mechanisms thus present 

themselves as constraining structures that create this restricted understanding of literacy, which 

prevents the morphogenesis of agency.  

The second overarching theme is the significance of the teacher’s role. The evidence presented 

above indicates that individual teachers have identifiable influence on student literacy practices. 

This is because they are in a good position to enable or constrain the development of different 

types of literacy practices within the school setting. Some teachers enabled students by providing 
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support, encouragement and access to resources, while others constrained students by not 

supporting or taking interest in students’ literacy practices. Some teachers took an interest only 

in “schoolwork” literacies that are tested in the formal exams while others opened moments for 

wider exposure to out of school literacies, or taught university relevant literacies. Now that I 

have discussed schools as contexts in which literacies can be enabled and constrained, the next 

section focuses on homes as structures and how they enable and/or constrain students’ literacy 

practices. 

6.3.3 Home as a structural condition for students’ literacy practices  

According to Margaret Archer (2000), the context in which interaction occurs has been 

conditioned for agents by structural and cultural properties. In this section, the home is explored 

to understand how it shaped the student participants’ literacy practices. The data indicates that 

the students engaged in literacy practices at home, but these tended to be dominated by the 

school literacies that students referred to as “schoolwork”. This is not surprising because, as 

noted in the previous section, school literacy practices are often dominant (see Parry, 2010; 

Street & Lefstein, 2007). Sisanda recalled that she and her fellow classmates would prepare for 

school activities at home:  

My teachers would encourage us to read since obviously we were given homework in the 

textbook this page to this page. So, maybe there is a text in English maybe you have to 

read a text there. On the poems paper 2 and all that. So, we have to read and answer 

questions and come to class we do that (Individual interview, May 2017). 

Similarly, John commented as follows: “Sometimes it was a book, and maybe we are told …you 

can go home and prepare chapter one, read and tomorrow you are going to be given an activity 

on that” (Individual interview, May 2017). In similar vein, Sizwe explained in his interview that 

teachers used to give them “articles to read and prepare at home in both English and Tsonga, as 

well as prescribed novels and poems” (Individual interview, May 2017). Bongani similarly said 

“They give us activity to go home and prepare and come to present. I would make sure that I use 

dictionaries to look for words that are confusing” (Individual interview, May 2017). Sizwe also 

shared saying:  

In our home language and English, they would say, go home and find an article and 

read, or prepare the reading. Sometimes maybe they would give us some books…or you 
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select your own from a magazine or newspaper and come read in front of the classroom. 

(Individual interview, May 2017)  

Overall, then, the evidence speaks to what Street and Lefstein (2007) refer to as the 

“pedagogization” of literacy in which school literacy is often preferred over other literacies. 

John’s comment that “At home I didn’t have the opportunity to read and write and teaching and 

learning usually takes places at school, then at home I usually study on my own” depicts this 

kind of thinking in which students do not consider the literacy practices they engage in at home 

and school as intertwined. This evidence confirms Street’s argument (1995, p.108) about the 

dominance and seniority accorded to school literacies, such that “non-school literacies have 

come to be seen as inferior attempts at the real thing, to be compensated for by enhanced 

schooling”.  As the evidence presented above shows, it appears that all the students had similar 

experiences regarding the literacy practices they engaged in at home. Additionally, students’ 

responses also indicate that “literacy practices remain embedded in other social institutions” 

specifically school (Street, 1995, p.109).  

6.3.3.1 Parental influence 

Like teachers, parents by virtue of the roles they play and the positions they hold in the home, 

shape students’ literacy practices. Structure according to Margaret Archer (2000) influences 

human action through shaping the conditions in which humans find themselves (see chapter 4 for 

more details on this). Parents have powers through the position they hold in the family as a social 

structure and this enables them to make decisions regarding their children’s literacy practices. 

Evidence in this study shows parents taking the role of ‘literacy sponsors’ which Brandt defines 

as “agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who enable, support, teach, model, as well as 

recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold literacy—and gain advantage by it in some way” (2001, 

p.19). They provided “relational goods” to the students in the form of support, motivation, and 

provision of resources. Heath (1983) and Rose (2004, as cited in Thomson, 2008) explain the 

importance of parents in enabling their children’s acquisition of literacy practices. They argue 

that when children see their parents read or when parents read and talk to their children, and 

engage in conversation about what they are reading, this contributes to the children’s preparation 

for education. Sisanda credited her father for encouraging her to read. She talked about how her 
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father would “shout” at her to read everything and would also engage in reading activities with 

her. She describes this as follows:  

[M]y dad has always told me I have to read so I can improve my reading skills, talking 

and writing. So, he said, "you should know how to read everything”. If you see something 

on the street written there, just read. Read the newspaper, read everything. So, he would 

always, like, be there on top of me, all the time, for us to read. So, I was lazy in the 

beginning ‘coz I didn't know how to read. And sometimes I would read with him if I don't 

know a word, he would shout at me "you should have learnt this word” (Individual 

interview, May 2017).  

Sisanda went on to say that her father “pushing” her to read gave her the impetus to read. Dudu 

poignantly spoke about her mother whom she described as not being “educated enough” and 

who dropped out of school, but nevertheless encouraged her daughter to read. She explained as 

follows:  

H: Is there anyone at home or at school encouraging you to read? 

R: My mom used to at home. That is why I became interested in reading. She told me that 

if I read, I will increase my level of English, so I started from a young age because I 

started reading in grade 5. My level of interest in reading started at that time (Individual 

interview, May 2017).  

I asked Dudu if her mom told her to read or read to her and she had this to say: “[N]o, she would 

not read to me. My mom is not very literate. She dropped out of school at a very young age 

because of issues in the past so she always encouraged us to do better” (Individual interview, 

May 2017). Dudu’s comments above show that her mother recognised the importance of literacy 

in general, and literacy in English specifically, as powerful social capital. Dudu’s comments also 

show the complexity that comes with being a literacy sponsor. Dudu’s mother knows the 

importance of literacy but cannot give it to her children herself; instead, she encourages them to 

find and develop it from other sources. Dudu’s mother is also an excellent example of how an 

agent can act in spite of constraining factors in her environment.  

Further, evidence indicates that in addition to support, motivation and encouragement, parents 

also provided resources to their children to enable them to engage in literacy practices. Students 

mentioned how their parents provided newspapers, magazines and novels. Dudu described her 

father bringing newspapers home: 
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[M]y dad buys the newspapers for himself and sometimes if he did not, I ask him to buy 

them for me. So, he made it an everyday thing to buy the newspapers because he knows it 

is not only for himself but for me too (Individual interview, May 2017).  

Her words “if he didn’t, I would ask him to buy for me” shows how reading had become 

important to her, so she exercises her agency by asking her dad to buy the newspaper. Again, 

parental influence in students’ literacy practices was also evident in Nceba's literacy practices at 

home. Nceba mentioned that her mother also bought magazines and newspapers. She had this to 

say “[M]y mother bought them, and I decided on my own to read them” (Individual interview, 

May 2017).  

Both Dudu and Nceba show agency by choosing to read resources provided by their parents. 

However, Dudu extends her agency by also using the public library. She took the initiative to get 

a library card that allowed her to have access to books and other resources such as magazines: 

There is a public library. It is very far it is about 30 minutes’ walk. They have cards. You 

register with your ID and then you can borrow books for a limited time and then you 

bring them back… They have all the current… books from which parts of the books you 

like. The librarian will direct you to the books you want (Individual interview, May 

2017). 

Dudu’s comments reflects her transition to a social actor, taking advantage of the limited 

structural provision of the public library services, though she remains a primary agent. John also 

mentioned that he read magazines his parents bought:  

I would read any magazines like You, Drum. I used to read Daily Sun because it was the 

one that was bought at home. My Parents would buy them for themselves. After they 

would buy them, read them and they would just throw them away.  So, I used to take them 

and read before they would throw them away” (Individual interview, May 2017).  

Unlike Dudu and Sisanda’s parents who encouraged them to read, it appears John’s parents 

played a less active role as his comments above indicate. Sizwe had an even more difficult time 

when it came to parental support. He explained that “…I didn’t get much help from home 

because my parents are uneducated, so I was just struggling all the time” (Individual interview, 

May 2017). 
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John and Sizwe’s comments show that parents can be constraining to their children’s 

engagement in literacy practices. Students’ comments as presented above depict a world in 

which some parents are active and positive, and others inadvertently involved with their 

children’s literacy practices. In Nceba and John's examples, the parents buy magazines for 

themselves, and the children have the agency to read them after the parents are finished with 

them. In this case, parents as literacy sponsors create enabling conditions by making available 

reading materials. Thus, students’ responses illustrate what Currin and Pretorius (2010, p.24) 

point out, that literacy is part of “an ecological system that includes the family, the community, 

and the broader culture”.  As noted earlier on, parents as “literacy sponsors” (Brandt, 2001) were 

a source of support, encouragement and motivation and provided resources students needed to 

engage in literacy practices. The parental influence also evokes Margaret Archer’s (1995) view 

of social actors who are known to exercise power by virtue of the roles and positions they 

occupy in society. In this case parents used their position to support, encourage and provide 

which enabled their children to engage in literacy practices. 

6.4 Cultural conditions the shaped the student literacy practices 

6.4.1 The role of resources as cultural tools at school and home 

As noted in the previous two sections, resources played a significant role in shaping students’ 

engagement in literacy practices. This section presents data on this role. Evidence indicates that 

the availability of and access to resources rather than the specific type of resource played the 

most important role in students’ engagement in literacy practices both at home and school. Thus, 

availability or lack of resources afforded them the opportunity to engage or not in literacy 

practices. Students in this study cited various resources such as school textbooks, newspapers, 

magazines, novels, and spiritual books as resources they relied on to engage in different literacy 

practices and these are discussed below.  

6.4.2 Access to newspapers 

Almost all participants indicated having access to newspapers bought by their parents. Thus, 

participants used newspapers to engage in literacy practice such as reading or writing or 

preparing for school speeches. For example, Sisanda mentioned reading newspapers at home but 
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not often. She commented as follows: “Ya, there were newspapers…but I never read newspapers 

a lot.” (Individual interview, May 2017). Dudu also acknowledged having access to newspapers 

bought by her father. She mentioned that she enjoyed reading a popular tabloid newspaper, 

saying “Ok, I read Daily Sun because it has gossip so I read that a lot (Individual interview, 

May 2017). Sizwe also indicated that he reads his local newspapers in his spare time and for 

academic work. In the interview discussion, he explained “…but for me on my side I was reading 

newspapers called Nkomazi. It contained the news from where I come from” (Individual 

interview, May 2017). His parents bought this newspaper and magazine as discussed in section  

6.3.3.1 Sizwe commented as follows: “My parents used to buy the newspapers, the Nkomazi 

newspaper almost every day since it was published every day, but I only read it when I was 

bored” (Individual interview, May 2017). Despite having access to the newspapers, Sizwe’s 

reading thus also depended on his level of motivation.  Nceba commented as follows: “My 

mother bought magazines and newspapers, and I decided on my own to read them” (Individual 

interview, May 2017). Sizwe, Nceba and Sibanda also used newspapers for academic purposes. 

John shared similar experiences to the previous participants explaining that “…I only read things 

like … newspapers… I would read any magazines like You and Drum and the tabloid newspaper 

which is Daily Sun because it was the one that was bought at home” (Individual interview, May 

2017).  

What stands out from the students’ responses is the dominance of hard copy print media in their 

homes and schools that they or their family members buy (see section 6.4.1). Students mostly 

have access to “pulp” or “tabloid” newspapers which also reflect their reading-for-pleasure, a 

literacy practice that has an impact on their academic literacies. What is also interesting to note is 

that in the era of Information Communication Technologies (ICTs), students hardly mention 

using technologies to engage in literacy practices. This brings to the fore the issue of class 

associated with socio-economic status and how it affects affordability and accessibility of 

reading materials (including online resources and ICT devices) and thus limiting students’ access 

to physical copies only. However, this is not surprising in South Africa, where the minority with 

higher socio-economic status have access to ICTs, and the majority who are poor do not, as one 

student indicated (Kajee & Balfour, 2011). Sizwe said: “You have an opportunity to ask for help, 

especially those words. We are not exposed to technology we do not know cellphones we are 

used to cellphone maybe when we are in Grade 12” (Individual interview, May 2017).   



115 

 

In the excerpt above, Sizwe raises an interesting point about digital access and the role it could 

play in enabling students to have access to resources but also help in developing research skills 

which is important for university. In Sizwe’s comment, we also see the lack of exposure to 

computers at home and school can constrain students’ access to resources hence limiting their 

engagement in literacy practices. This has implications for students because universities 

nowadays expect students to be “multiliterate”. According to Carstens (2012, p.12) being 

“multiliterate” involves “having the capacity to move between discourses and across genres, to 

switch practices between one setting and another, to deploy a repertoire of linguistic practices 

appropriate to each setting, to handle the social meanings and identities that each evokes, and to 

make meaning for different audiences”. When students are not multiliterate, they are likely to 

struggle academically.  

Studies in South Africa show that lack of resources is a significant problem in schools and homes 

(see Fleisch, 2008; Pretorius & Ribbens, 2005). Students from low socio-economic backgrounds 

often “struggle to decode the academic conventions they are required to conform to, and so 

struggle to produce acceptable written work” (Lillis & Turner, 2001 as cited in Clarence 2011, 

p.103). In this case, students from socio-economically disadvantaged households such as 

participants in this study whose parents are not highly educated or sophisticated and the available 

reading materials are not academic, tend to find difficulties when they get to university. Cope 

and Kalantzis (2000) argue that our social class shapes our identity including our engagement 

with literacy practices. Thus, access to resources has deep implications for students’ engagement 

in different literacy practices. 

6.4.2.1 Access to magazines 

Besides reading newspapers, participants also read magazines. They mentioned reading 

magazines at home and using them for school work purposes such as preparing for speeches, 

debates, and other classroom activities. For example, Sisanda said, “I love magazines…Teen 

magazines and then People, You, Drum” (Individual interview, May 2017). Sisanda talked about 

having access to the magazines which she loved to read. When I asked her what exactly she 

reads in these magazines, Sisanda had this to say: “I pick the interesting parts where I feel for me 

it is interesting… I go to the celebrity sides. Maybe on the cover, there is that person and those 
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real-life stories are nice” (Individual interview, May 2017). Like Sisanda, Sizwe also read 

magazines in his spare time (Individual interview, May 2017). Sizwe commented “but I only 

read it when I am bored”. 

Similar experiences were shared by Nceba and John who also had access to magazines and 

enjoyed reading them. For example, Nceba commented as follows: “My mother bought 

magazines, and I decided on my own to read them” (Individual interview, May 2017). John 

elaborated on the type of magazines he read at home, listing some local magazines and one 

popular gossip newspaper: “I would read any magazines like You, Drum” (Individual interview, 

May 2017). When I quizzed him further, how he became interested in reading magazines and 

newspapers, John responded that “I can say I enjoy reading” (Individual interview, May 2017). 

From students’ responses above, it is clear that resources are enabling to their engagement in 

literacy practices just because they are there. For example, no one makes Sizwe or Nceba read 

the magazines and newspapers, but they pick them up because they are there. Student responses 

indicate that if resources were not available, neither would be able to make this choice (out of 

boredom or interest). Thus, this shows the significance of availing resources in homes because 

this accords students the opportunity to engage in reading for pleasure. Having resources at their 

disposal pushed them to read.  

6.4.2.2 Access to novels and school textbooks 

Schools and homes had an influence on students’ engagement in literacy practices, providing 

spaces in which they engaged in literacy practices and made resources such as newspapers and 

magazines accessible to them. In terms of access to novels, however, these were mostly read as 

part of the curriculum. The data indicates that schools were the major sources of access to 

textbooks and novels. This is not surprising because evidence suggests that students’ literacy 

practices were mainly shaped by schooling as discussed in section 6.3.1. The students read 

prescribed novels for home language subjects such as IsiZulu, SiSwati and English. As presented 

in the previous section, Bongani mentioned he had to read IsiZulu novels (see section 6.3.1). 

Dudu also mentioned reading novels as part of the curriculum and these were provided by the 

school:  
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“But there were also those novels that we would read as part of the curriculum. Like in 

grade 11, we had "Only the Pot Knows How Hot the Fire Is” also the short stories and 

then grade 12 also. Those were the only novels we would read at that time” (Individual 

interview, May 2017).  

Sizwe shared similar sentiments about reading novels only for schoolwork. He commented as 

follows: “There is this paper 2 about reading novels and books and what that is when they 

expect you to read a book and come and present in English if it is in English…” (Individual 

interview, May 2017). All the students made similar comments about reading novels as part of 

the curriculum.   

Some students such as Sisanda and Dudu engaged in reading novels for pleasure. For example, 

Sisanda indicated that she loved reading novels and got them from people who lived in her 

backyard. She had this to say: 

I love reading novels…Ja maybe because those ones I was not buying them, they were 

giving us at the yard where I am staying at. They have books and stuff, so they give us 

books to read… The people that we are staying with, they have books and they also get 

them somewhere else, so they just give us when they are done reading them. Those 

people, we are not family, but we have been living with them (Individual interview, May 

2017). 

Dudu also expressed her love for reading saying: “[I am] interested in reading, I love reading. I 

read everything from newspapers to novels” (Individual interview, May 2017). Like Sisanda, 

Dudu expressed her love for romantic novels particularly saying: “Oh I like romance. It’s very 

interesting. I also love fiction, like the mystery behind it” (Individual interview, May 2017). In 

the interview, Dudu indicated that she had limited access to books at home but managed to buy 

some novels for herself. She commented as follows: “[No], it wasn’t part of the school it was 

mine that I bought for myself” (Individual interview, May 2017). Sisanda and Dudu’s comment 

indicate that besides schools, family/friends and social circles played a part in shaping their 

engagement in literacy practices. Their comments also indicate that they were able to exercise 

their agency by making an effort to look for books to read for pleasure turning them into social 

actors.  



118 

 

6.4.2.3 Access to a library  

Evidence suggests that some student participants had access to a library; however, the utilisation 

of the library as a resource to enhance their literacy practices differed at school level. For 

example, those who used the library mentioned using it mostly in their primary school years. 

Ivanič et al. (2009, p.83) assert that “Practices are culturally conditioned, including not only 

physical behaviour like going to the library, but also making linguistic and discoursal choices.” 

The data in this study supports this statement. For example, students commented on having 

libraries in their schools and communities but in some cases these were either not functional or 

utilised as a resource for literacy development. Participants such as Dudu mentioned that they 

used public libraries in their communities as discussed above. Dudu’s comment reveals 

commitment and motivation to read. This indicates the role of student agency in enabling 

engagement in literacy practices. A recurring theme in much of Dudu’s interview is her agency, 

for instance, asking her father to buy newspapers and signing up for the library. Like Dudu, John 

also shared that he had access to the library during his primary school years as discussed above. 

What is different between John and Dudu is that his primary school teacher encouraged him to 

use the library. For John it was the teachers who were the enabling factor in shaping John’s 

reading practices.  

In contrast to Dudu and John’s experiences of using libraries, Sisanda revealed an example of 

constraining conditions associated with the library usage. She mentioned that the library books in 

her school library were “so dirty” with dust, due to lack of use (Individual interview, May 2017). 

She also cites her personal feelings saying: “I don’t like libraries, I don’t like the quietness in the 

library” (Individual interview, May 2017). Sisanda’s fear of the “quietness” suggests she is 

uneasy and feels out of place because she is not familiar with the library and its practices. Hence, 

she chose to use the internet to access information. In this case, the internet became what Gee 

(2014) calls a social good that enabled Sisanda to fulfil multiple literacy practices such as 

research for schoolwork. It is also not surprising that Sisanda chose to use the internet instead of 

going to the library because technology, particularly the availability of mobile phones, has made 

access to information easy for people (Brown, 2015, p.228). To quote Parry (2010), “Libraries 

are certainly not the only institutional structures through which these literacies can be 
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encouraged and promoted.” The internet has transformed the way we see learning and now 

reading because people like Sisanda have access to information at their fingertips.   

Thando had a different experience from the previous participants. He commented that he and his 

classmates were “forced” to go to the local library and register by their teachers (Individual 

interview, May 2017). Again, the teacher as a literacy sponsor is evident in Thando’s comment. 

This also suggests the importance of the teachers in cultivating library use as a positive practice – 

without this role, the availability of the library does not enable literacy in and of itself. John’s 

high school experience supports this observation. Although there was a library at school it was 

never used because the teachers never required or encouraged the learners to visit it. As he put it 

in his interview, “It is up to you whether you read or not” (Individual interview, May 2017). 

Nceba recounted a situation at her school where the room called the “Library” at school no 

longer contained books, but instead functioned as a meeting room for parent-teacher conferences. 

The books were kept in a different room, where they got dusty from lack of use (Individual 

interview, May 2017). John and Nceba’s narratives bring out the indifference of the school staff, 

which acts as a constraining factor and has resulted in the removal of the library’s books, so that 

the library is no longer actually structurally present to enable the learners’ literacies. Clark and 

Ivanič (1997, p.83) argue that the term ‘practices’ denote the plural nature of literacy and as such 

literacy practices would encompass not just linguistic and discoursal choices, but also physically 

entering a library. Yet, the narratives presented in this section indicate that some literacy 

practices are valued and privileged over others (Barton and Hamilton, 2012). The discussion 

above foregrounds two discourses. The first is around the necessary contradiction in the CS of 

schooling in South Africa. The second is that, while schools must have libraries, information 

literacies are not valued as the data presented above indicates.  

6.4.3 Influence of spirituality  

Barton and Hamilton (2012, p.9) assert that “there are different literacies associated with 

different domains of life” and that “literacy practices are patterned by social institutions and 

power relationships, and some literacies become more dominant, visible and influential than 

others” (2012, pp.10-11). As evidence has indicated in this chapter, students engage in literacy 

practices in different domains. According to Barton and Hamilton (2000, p.8) this denotes the 
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idea of literacy as a social practice because “people have varied sorts of literacy practices tied to 

particular areas of their lives, which they select from and switch between”.  

Outside the school domain, some students in this study engaged in literacy practices as part of 

their religion. In this case reading and writing are important for participation in church services, 

Bible study, preaching and fellowship. Thando and Sisanda identify themselves as born again 

Christians and their commitment to their faith enables them to read and write. For example, 

Thando commented that he enjoys reading spiritual books such as the Bible because they are 

available in his language: 

So outside school I used to read maybe spiritual books. I like spiritual books a lot. Things 

like the bible and all that. I would read in my own language but now because there are 

different versions of the bible, I choose the one that suits me. I would read on my own and 

in both Sepedi and English. So right now, there are a lot of bibles around. I can choose 

the one that I know this one suits me (Individual interview, May 2017).  

As discussed in earlier sections, the availability of resources enabled students to engage in 

reading practices and the same can be said for Thando as indicated in the comment above. 

Another situation linked to his Christian faith that enabled Thando to engage in reading and 

writing is his involvement in different activities such as preaching and being the secretary of the 

youth ministry at his church. Being part of the youth ministry compelled him to engage in 

reading spiritual books and he commented as follows: “I read them for Christian knowledge…as 

part of the youth ministry, we used to choose one Friday in every month to discuss our 

understanding of certain chapter of the Bible. We would read the chapter and every one of us 

explain their understanding of the chapter” (individual interview, May 2017). What is evident in 

Thando’s narrative is that being part of the church has created an enabling situation for him to 

engage in reading and writing practices. In this case, the data showed that religion created an 

enabling condition that exerted influence on Thando and Sisanda’s engagement in literacy 

practices such as reading the Bible or preaching. In this case, as Papen (2005) argues, religion 

motivated students such as Thando to read spiritual books. 

Another enabling factor associated with spirituality is the availability and accessibility of 

religious resources such as books and bibles. As noted earlier on, easy access to resources was 

also an enabling for students to engage in reading. Thando had a literacy sponsor who provided 
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him with books. He commented “I read spiritual books because my pastor would share them 

with me. I read them to know more about Christianity and faith and some I read them just to be 

inspired and uplifted” (individual interview, May 2017). Thando also mentioned that he read 

spiritual books because they were the only books he had access to saying that the reason for 

reading only spiritual books is that “…at that time spiritual books were the only books I had 

access to because of my pastor” but also as he mentioned in the comments that he read them to 

access religious information: “I read them for Christian knowledge” (individual interview, May 

2017). As indicated in the previous sections, access to resources such as books, newspapers, 

magazines, and libraries played a meaningful role in enabling students to engage in literacy 

practices both at home and school. Thus, in Thando’s case having access to spiritual books was a 

social good as Gee (2014) asserts which shaped his engagement in literacy practices such as 

reading and by implication writing. 

Part of the enabling effect that religion brought for Thando is a literacy sponsor in the form of his 

pastor who provided books and motivated him to read as indicated in this comment “I can say 

my pastor made me read them.” Thando’s narrative demonstrates the importance of literacy 

sponsors played in shaping students’ literacy practices.  Like Thando, Sisanda also identifies 

herself as a staunch born-again Christian. She mentioned that she and her family attend a popular 

Pentecostal church based in Sandton, where she also serves as an usher. On top of that she and 

her family also attend a Bible study group (commonly referred to as cell or connect group) once 

a week for Bible study. During this session, the group engages in Bible readings and discussion 

which entails sharing their thoughts and ideas about scripture readings. Sisanda says: 

But now I read the bible a lot at my church we are encouraged to read the bible and we 

also have cell groups, so we meet a every Wednesday and talk about what we have read. 

It helps us know God because I am a born-again Christian. Our pastor tells us to read 

the bible every Sunday when we attend church so jah that is all…Oh I am also an usher 

at church it is part of serving but we do a lot of bible reading and fellowshipping with 

other believers so jah (Individual interview, May 2017). 

The narrative presented in this section of the chapter affirms the importance of literacy sponsors 

and the availability of resources such as books, newspapers and magazines as enabling factors in 

students’ engagement in literacy practices. For students such as Thando and Sisanda their 

identity as “born-again Christian” created enabling situations that aided them to engage in 
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specific literacy practices, for example, reading and interpreting the Bible, preaching, discussions 

of Bible verses, etc. In this instance, being part of a church forms part of their identity which 

required them to take on literacies associated with that identity, and vice versa, that the more 

they engaged with the literacies, the stronger their identity grows. These spirituality-linked 

literacies and the other literacy practices discussed in previous sections provide insight into what 

literacies the student participants in this study possess which could either enable or constrain 

them as they engaged with academic discourses at the university level.   

6.5 Students expectations about WURU 

The previous sections in this chapter presented the literacy practices students enter the 

morphogenetic cycle with at T1. This section focuses on students’ concerns and projects before 

they signed up for WURU.  Margaret Archer (2003, p.103) contends that as human beings we 

use our internal dialogue to “make up our minds by questioning ourselves, clarifying our beliefs 

and inclinations, diagnosing our situations, deliberating about our concerns and defining our own 

projects”. This internal dialogue happens through reflexivity which allows people to deliberate 

on their circumstances, and this in turn shapes their courses of action (Archer, 2003, p.16). 

Margaret Archer (2003, p.167) claims that: 

Everybody is a reflexive being. This means we deliberate about our circumstances in 

relation to ourselves and, in the light of these deliberations, we determine our own 

personal courses of action in society. Nevertheless, we do not all exercise our reflexivity 

in the same way. 

In this case, students had to engage in internal conversations to deliberate about their 

circumstance (i.e., failing their first assignment) and this situation created a situation logic that 

shaped their decision to sign up for WURU. Therefore, it felt right to include this section to 

showcase what concerned students the most and how these concerns motivated them to 

participate in WURU. As noted in chapter 6, students were invited to participate in WURU 

project because of their poor performance on the first assignment in Education Studies 1. 

However, it should also be noted that students had a choice to either agree to participate in the 

programme or not. Thus, this section was necessary to give an indication of what these students 

deliberated about the most when they signed up for WURU.  
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All students had concerns about their education because they had performed poorly in the first 

assignment. Bongani said, “Well that time was the most critical time of my life. I was bitter about 

my first assignment that I got 30%...” (Second Individual interview, October 2017). Sizwe also 

shared similar sentiments saying that:  

For me it was that difficult but when I saw my marks, I did not know what was wrong. So, 

I went to my tutor who marked to explain why I got 42 and he did not explain clearly 

why. I also went to my course coordinator who said I did not mention some points but 42 

is too low maybe 60 something. So, yah (Second Individual interview, October 2017). 

 In the same vein, Nceba also commented as follows:  

Ok so I felt so sad, and I felt like I am failure. And I cannot cope with university I felt so 

depressed…” (Second Individual interview, October 2017).  

 (2007) argues when human beings engage in internal conversation, they use emotions 

throughout. These emotions, according to Margaret Archer (2000:193), express what is 

important to us and help us to arrive at a unique modus vivendi, “a set of practices” that favours 

what matters most to the agent and takes cognisance of what cannot be avoided. Through our 

emotions we take action because, as Archer, M., (2007) explains, “our emotions (as distinct from 

moods) are commentaries on our concerns, which supply the ‘shoving power’ leading to action 

(or the resistance resulting in inaction)”. Students’ comments reflect their concerns and use their 

emotions to describe how they feel after the failing an assignment. In other words, the situational 

logic that emerged because of failing the first assignment motivated them to sign up for WURU. 

In this case, the situational logic is not deterministic, but it does “strongly condition” (Archer, 

1995, p.229) agents’ interpretation and action by influencing their systemic contexts - in this 

study, students (Archer, 1995, p.214). 

Given students’ concerns described above, their main personal project in term of this study was 

to pass. Thus, they were appreciative of being invited to take part in WURU because they would 

get help, and this is evidenced in the comments. Bongani had this to say: 

I thought she (lecturer) is the one who hooked me up with the people of WURU to send 

me an e-mail. Then I said ok fine I think this is a fresh start to be resilient and I felt like 

sending a reply, but I could not because the e-mail was not for reply. Then a few days 

later I heard my friend say she also got the e-mail, and we went to WURU to sign up for 
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our specific time. Yah I felt as if it is sort of a chance given to me to actually know how to 

do things in varsity (Second Individual interview, October 2017). 

Bongani’s moves between autonomous and communicative reflexivity. For example, he talks 

about being “resilient”. His ultimate project as indicated in the comment above is to learn how 

to do “things in university”. Although he does not elaborate the “things”, it is clear that he 

understands that for him to succeed he needs to know how the university operates. Dudu also 

shared her thoughts saying:  

umm the e-mail. I was actually relieved because I thought I will not go to school this 

year. So, it was a break. I was really happy. It was a relief, and I was very happy. After 

getting my first assignment I was very stressed. I just thought maybe varsity is not for me. 

That I am not coping and maybe I should just deregister. So, me getting the e-mail that I 

should go to the writing center was a stress reliever. Because I get to get someone to help 

me since I was really struggling with academic writing. So, I was not disappointed with 

the e-mail however I was very pleased (Second Individual interview, October 2017). 

Dudu had multiple ultimate concerns which ranged from being worried about deregistering from 

university but also about academic writing. As she indicates the comments failing the first 

assignment had created a situational logic which motivated her to sign up for WURU with the 

hope of getting help. Sisanda had this to say:   

I was very happy because I knew it would help me improve in terms of writing essays, 

English and referencing because my first was so bad in referencing. I just did not know 

anything. Yah I was happy that I was going to get some help and I knew it would improve 

my marks (Second Individual interview, October 2017). 

Sisanda also had several concerns ranging from writing essays and referencing, and addressing 

these would enable her to achieve her project which is improving her marks. John and Sizwe also 

had shared that they felt good because they were getting help. John commented as follows, “I felt 

good because I knew I was going to be helped and improve my marks” (second Individual 

interview, October 2017) Sizwe also shared similar sentiments saying that:  

I can say I received that e-mail, and I didn’t take into consideration I thought it is just nje 

but Christina told me that uri because she attended twice and I wasn’t attending. She said 

they help you with explaining assignments explaining some of the concepts and stuff like 

that and then I decided to come for that. I felt good (Second Individual interview, 

October 2017). 

Nceba also felt that signing up for WURU was going to be help: 
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 I was like maybe this was going to be helpful. Because yes truly speaking I cannot like 

other modules are hard for me maybe it is going to help somewhere somehow. Then I 

went there (Second Individual interview, October 2017). 

As the evidence presented above indicates, students’ ultimate concern was to improve their 

marks, learn how to write academic essays and for some it was to learn how to reference.  In 

other words, students desire the social capital, the place in the SS that the degree will give them.  

6.6 Summary of the chapter 

This chapter presented data on students’ prior literacy practices before they enrolled in the 

intervention programme. The aim was to show what literacy practices the students possessed 

when they joined WURU and the implication these have for academic literacy practices at 

university level. The chapter explored the structural and cultural conditioning that shaped the 

students’ engagements with literacy practices at home and school. Findings indicate that students 

did engage in different literacy practices but most prominent were those associated with school. 

The influence of CAPS and the culture of “teaching to the test” was dominant and these enabled 

students to engage in reading and writing only in specific ways. But there were other enabling 

conditions such as individual parents’ agency. Despite challenging socio-economic and class 

circumstances, some still managed to be powerfully positive literacy sponsors, whereas others 

remained passive under adversity. The chapter also presented students’ concerns and projects 

which motivated them to sign up for WURU. While this chapter indicates that students engaged 

in literacy practices at home and school, the evidence presented in the next two chapters gives a 

different picture. In the next chapter, therefore, I present the second of the conceptual chapters. 

This chapter provides a contextual profile of WURU examining the structural and cultural 

conditioning which created enablements and/or constraints that shaped students’ learning during 

their participation in WURU. Therefore, this chapter presents the morphogenetic cycle T1 which 

created conditioning situations for students.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONTEXTUAL PROFILE OF PROJECT WRITE UP 

READ UP (WURU) 

7.1 Introduction  

This is the second of the two contextual chapters and provides a detailed description of the 

academic literacy intervention programme (WURU). Margaret Archer (1995, 1996) foregrounds 

the importance of the context in which people are involuntarily placed but which nonetheless 

conditions their lives by acting as enablement or constraint. Using Margaret Archer’s 

morphogenetic approach, which I presented in chapter 4, my focus in this chapter is to present 

the structural and cultural conditions at T1 that students encountered as they participated in 

WURU. This intervention programme does not operate in isolation but is influenced and shaped 

by broader structural and cultural conditions at national and university levels. I therefore begin 

this chapter with a brief discussion of the University of Witwatersrand, locating the intervention 

within the university’s broader context. I then describe WURU, focusing on why it was 

established, its aims and objectives, the overall structure of the programme, and its teaching and 

learning approach. I finally describe the Education Studies 1 course giving insight into its two 

modules and the peer tutors who are key players in WURU. Data for this  was primarily derived 

from the 2017 Education Studies course documentation which included: 

 course outlines,  

 assessment tasks,  

 reading resources in the form of articles,  

 WURU tutorial resource materials and formal reports,  

 individual interview with the coordinator, focus group interviews with peer tutors, and 

  observations. 

7.2 Structural conditioning at T1: before WURU 

7.2.1 The University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) 

Archer, S. (2017:1) argues that universities in South Africa serve two core functions, namely the 

first order function which is research and teaching, and the second order function which is 
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redressing the injustices of the past. In other words, public universities in South Africa have to 

contribute to research and teaching because they are situated within global structures of 

academia. They also have to contribute to the national interests because they are also situated in 

the national structures of government and business and thus are expected to contribute to each of 

those entities. On top of that, South African public universities also have an obligation to the 

institutional structures of academic freedom and the emergent properties that result from 

relationship between these. As a research intensive university, the University of the 

Witwatersrand uses different avenues to fulfil the roles described above. Through initiatives such 

as WURU, the university gets to contribute towards the national interests by ensuring that 

students finish and graduate in the prescribed time. Thus, it was imperative to locate WURU in 

this broad context with the aim of understanding the morphogenetic cycle of T1. 

The discussions presented in chapters 1 and 2 provided some insight into what is happening in 

universities regarding student enrolment, access, completion, drop-out rates, attrition, graduation 

and throughput. The government relies on institutions such as universities to carry out their 

planned agendas through policies to address issues of equity, inclusion and transformation. These 

policies influence the way in which universities operate, the kinds of students their structure 

envisages, and the kind of academic support therefore needed to help students succeed. 

Consequently, it is important for me to give a brief account of Wits to shed light on the context 

in which the intervention programme operates. 

7.2.1.1 Brief history of students’ enrolment demographics at Witwatersrand 

Wits was one of the first historically white liberal (English medium) universities to admit a small 

number of black students in the 1980s and the first to initiate academic support programmes to 

support these students (Volbrecht & Boughey, 2004) (see detailed discussion on academic 

support in chapter 3). For this reason, the university prides itself on being one of the first 

institutions to open its doors to previously excluded groups of people and provide access to those 

who were denied admission to higher education (Teaching & Learning Review, 2019). The 

national political change in 1994 brought necessary incompatibility into the university system 

such as students from different backgrounds. This meant there would a situational logic 

containment and compromise. The opening of universities to students from different 
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backgrounds can be viewed as a compromise intended to fulfil the post-apartheid agenda. Post-

1994 has seen an increase in the number of black students from working class and rural 

backgrounds enrolling at the institution, creating a much more diverse student body (CHE, 

2010). 

Statistics show that there has been significant growth in student enrolment numbers in the past 

19 years by almost 50% (Teaching & Learning Review Report, 2019, p.6); in 2000 the student 

numbers were just under 20 000, and in 2009 just over 29 000. Numbers continued to rise in 

2018 to a total of 39 953 students, with black students comprising 82.94% of the student 

population, while their white counterparts made up 16.93% (University of the Witwatersrand 

2018, Annual Report). The Teaching and Learning Review report (2019) indicated that 38 000 

students were enrolled at the university in 2019, slightly lower than the number for 2018, and 

that a third of these were postgraduates. The increase in student enrolments is attributed to 

Witwatersrand 2009 - 2013 Teaching and Learning Plan and Enrolment Plan which has played a 

significant role in accelerating access to higher education (Teaching & Learning Review Report, 

2019, p.6).  

Despite these positive achievements in access, there are still challenges when it comes to 

undergraduate student’s graduation rates (see chapter 1 for detailed discussion). For example, 

statistics show that of the cohort of students who enrolled between 2012 and 2013, only 37% 

managed to graduate in minimum time by 2016 for three-year qualifications and 43% for four-

year qualifications (De Klerk, Masango, Maleswena, Mdluli, Denewade, & Spark, 2019). As a 

result, Wits is committed through various avenues, including the Learning and Teaching Plan 

(2015 - 2019), to provide not just formal access to students but also appropriate academic 

support to enable students to succeed. There are changes in the current Learning and Teaching 

Plan of 2020-2024. For example, the university intends to cut down on the number of 

undergraduate students and increase the postgraduate numbers. There is also a commitment to 

continue with research, diversify assessment practices, make the curriculum relevant and 

responsive to the local and international needs, offer what it terms holistic support for student 

learning, create spaces and resources that promote learning and provide different modes of 

learning opportunities (p.8). 



129 

 

7.2.1.2 Admission policy of the university   

The change in the student demographic profile at Witwatersrand can be attributed to the changes 

in the university’s admission policy. The admission policy as a SEP is a response to the 

situational logic created by the 1994 transition to democracy which involved the situational logic 

of compromise and containment (Nuryatno & Dobson, 2015). This means that radical change 

like what happened in 1994 might lead to negative repercussions for all, which results in the 

need for coexistence through compromises.  

The discourse of transformation and equity in the cultural system (CS) of South Africa as a 

country is strongly reflected in the quote below indicating how important these are and the 

university’s move to ensure these are realized.  

The University of the Witwatersrand actively advocates the principle of diversity in its 

student body. It believes that the student body should reflect diversity of race, gender, 

socio-economic background, urban and rural geographic origin, culture, ethnicity, 

disability, religion, sexual orientation, national origin [this is not, of course, an exhaustive 

list]. Consequently, its admissions procedures will try to ensure that diversity in the 

student body is maintained and further developed, with the eventual goal of mirroring the 

demographic profile of the wider Gauteng region. (University of the Witwatersrand 

Website) 

As such, the statistics as presented in chapter 1 give a clear picture of how diverse the student 

population has become which is reflective of the country’s population. This resonates with the 

national agenda as stipulated in Section 2.14 of the 1997 White Paper on Higher Education that 

“the composition of the student body progressively reflects the demographic realities of the 

broader society”. Wits also explicitly states its commitment to equity when admitting students, 

that is, “Equity is valued and requires strategic supports to promote redress. Equity is particularly 

sought in the race and gender composition of the student body and in the success of students” 

(University of the Witwatersrand Website). The policy continues:  

The University recognizes that a process of fair discrimination in the admissions policy 

will be required for at least the next decade. It therefore commits itself to the 
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development of access principles that do not rely entirely on success in school-leaving 

examinations (as reflected in matriculation points rating), for identifying potential 

candidates from scholastically disadvantaged groups and socio-economically deprived 

backgrounds (University of the Witwatersrand Website) 

The quote above illustrates how the university negotiates the structural conditions created by the 

poor schooling system by providing alternative admission policies. This is evidenced in the 

language used in the quotation which shows how much emphasis Wits places on addressing 

issues of equity by using alternative ways to provide access to higher education for students from 

all backgrounds, races, and genders. The Teaching and Learning Review (2019, p.8) also 

specifies that “while emphasis is still on merit and excellence, factors such as rurality, school 

quintile and the background of the applicant are taken into consideration”. In other words, the 

university aims to ensure that all relevant factors are considered when admitting students. The 

same sentiments are reiterated in the Admission Policy which states that “the selection and 

admission of students must be fair and should adhere to the country’s principle of equity and 

diversity not forgetting the continued recognition of academic excellence” (Admission Policy, 

2017, p.2). Again, these ideals are reflective of what South Africa as a country aims to achieve in 

terms of making higher education accessible and equitable for all.  

In these various documents, Wits acknowledges the challenges brought by the South African 

schooling system and its failure to provide equal educational opportunities to all. I have 

discussed in section 1.2 how the dysfunctional South African schooling system has led to many 

students entering university under prepared academically (see Butler, 2013; CHE Report, 2013; 

Eybers, 2018; Mkhize & Balfour, 2017; Scott, 2017a). This places these students at a significant 

disadvantage when they enter university. The demographic profile of students as shown in the 

discussion and statistics in section 1.2 also reflects a great diversity in terms of language. Wits 

commits itself to providing academic support to all students stipulating this provision as one of 

its roles. The role of language in academic performance and academic support must therefore be 

discussed. The next section addresses the university’s language policy.  
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7.2.1.3 Language policy (language of teaching and learning) 

As discussed in chapter 1 and 2, students enter higher education institutions with diverse 

languages and literacy practices. This has implication for the development of their academic 

literacy which is key to enabling them to engage in academic discourses. As highlighted in 

chapter 1, students who are second and/or third language speakers of English, which is the 

dominant language of learning and teaching (LOLT) at South African universities, are 

disadvantaged because they “may not have easy access to the linguistic codes or cultural 

practices of the academic communities” (McKenna, 2004, p.274). This might hinder their 

“epistemological access” (CHE Report, 2016; Eybers, 2018; Mkhize & Balfour, 2017; Morrow, 

2007). Mkhize and Balfour (2017, p.134) assert that “at [the] higher education level, academic 

literacy requirements in English remain challenging and have an impact on throughput rates”. 

Scouller et al. (2008, p.168) agree asserting that issues such as language, along with motivation 

and course expectations, “combine to cause deficits in academic literacy skills”. English 

language as LOLT does affect students’ academic literacy practices.  

While the South African Constitution and the Higher Education Language Policy accord every 

South African citizen a right to receive their education in any official language of their choice, 

this is not the case in practice as English is still dominant as the medium of instruction (CHE, 

2016). Wits Teaching and Learning Review Report of 2015-2019 (2019, p.15) found that “More 

than half of the first year UG students were not taught in their home language in high school. 

The highest percentage was recorded in 2018 at 59% of the first-year student population.” 

The university documents emphasise the importance of linguistic diversity and what it brings to 

the university, city and country at large. Since the University of the Witwatersrand is situated in 

one of the most culturally and linguistically diverse cities in the country, it aims to reflect this 

diversity on its campus. As a formal university document approved by the senate and council, the 

University of the Witwatersrand Language Policy is informed by the South African Constitution 

(Act No. 108 of 1996) which mandates institutions of higher education to have language policies 

that are transformative and reflect the country’s ideals of inclusivity and multilingualism. The 

university website states that:  
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… [i]n its mission to offer education within the context of a multilingual nation state, the 

University of the Witwatersrand recognises that learning the languages of South Africa is 

not only an important means of enhancing understanding of one another, but also an 

imperative in producing multilingual graduates (University of the Witwatersrand 

Language Policy, 2014).  

Yet, though the university acknowledges the importance of multilingualism as a way of 

representing the country’s multilingually and culturally diverse population, as stated above, 

English is still predominantly the medium of instruction. This, in Archer, M.,’s language, creates 

a necessary incompatibility because on the one hand at the CS level multilingualism is valued 

and promoted, but at the S-C level, on the other hand, English is pragmatically preferred as the 

LOLT.  A study conducted by the university’s Strategic Planning Division in 2013 showed that 

English was the preferred language of communication at the university (Strategic Planning 

Division, 2014), followed by IsiZulu, and it was advocated that IsiZulu be used in parallel with 

English as an official language of communication (Strategic Planning Division, 2014). Though 

the university is aware that using English as the medium of instruction constrains many students, 

those applying to the university are required to be proficient in English. Section 4.4.1 of the 

Humanities and School of Education Rules and Syllabuses Booklet states that:  

All applicants for admission …to any curriculum leading to a qualification must have 

passed English as a first or second language (higher grade) at matriculation or passed 

English home language or first additional language in the NSC or NC (V) or at a level 

considered equivalent by the Senate or deemed to be equivalent by legislation (Rules and 

Syllabuses; 2019, p.13, emphasis in original text) 

Therefore, while the university through its admission and language policies acknowledges the 

importance of multilingualism, inclusivity, and diversity, its rules as indicated above do not 

always reflect this. The fact that proficiency in English is a prerequisite for admission into the 

university is reflective of the university’s inflexibility and monocultural biases, which Namakula 

and Prozesky (2019, p.41) point out are themselves remnants of the colonial ideologies that still 

shape university practices in South Africa. However, we cannot forget that the university 

operates in a globalised world and coloniality shapes the globalised world, so if we are to prepare 
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students for livelihoods in this world, we also have to give them access to dominant ideologies 

and forms of knowledge and communication. Janks (2004) refers to this as the “access paradox” 

to which she argues that providing people with access to the “dominant language contributes to 

perpetuating and increasing its dominance” and denying students access to the dominant 

language “perpetuates their marginalisation in a society that continues to recognise this language 

as a mark of distinction” hence denying them access to “extensive resources available in that 

language; resources which have developed as a consequence of the language's dominance” 

(Janks, 2004, p.33). 

What Janks illustrates in the quote above is that universities find themselves stuck in an 

impossible situation. On the one hand, using English as medium of instruction inhibits some 

students by constraining their engagement with academic discourses hence denying them 

epistemological access. On the other hand, the university has to produce graduates who are 

capable of communicating in a global language that is dominant such as English. Global 

discourses and structures as discussed in chapter 3 thus play a major role in influencing 

university policies on access, language, curriculum, and technology use. As noted previously, the 

university does acknowledge that using English as a medium of instruction acts as a constraint 

for the group of students who are second language English speakers. For example, it is stated on 

the university website under the admission policy that “the dominance of English as a sole 

tertiary language of instruction disadvantages second-language English learners”. For education 

students, there are additional requirements with regards to language. Section 2.10.2 states that:  

 

Student’s competence to use, as a medium of instruction, English and use, unless 

otherwise permitted by the senate, at least one other official South African language or 

another approved by the senate shall be reflected on as an endorsement on the degree 

certificate (Rules and Syllabuses Humanities-Education, 2019, p.60). 

The issue of language as presented above is a contentious one and has implications for the way 

academic literacy support is conceptualised and presented to students. For universities, favouring 

English is complementary with their other aims of the corporate university if chasing global 

rankings, producing “global citizens” as graduates. These aims can also be found in the 

University of the Witwatersrand documentation as shown above and indicates that 
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Witwatersrand responds to this situational logic protection. However, the language policy as 

discussion places students in the category of primary agents with their PEP being English second 

language speakers as their defining feature. Language in this study came up as a constraint to 

students. Despite mentioning that they were taught in English at high school, student felt they 

could not participate in discussions during WURU sessions because they were not confident in 

speaking English. Both peer tutors and students cited the English language as a constraint which 

prevented students from contributing towards the discussions. Two peer tutors explained most 

students struggle to express themselves in English:  

A lot of time they struggle to express themselves in a language which is not their 

language (FGI
4
 with peer tutors, 2017). 

The comments above indicate students’ position as second language speaker of English which 

forces them to remain primary agents because of their inability to use the language. Similarly, 

another peer tutor also commented on how the language as the medium of instruction limits the 

students’ ability to communicate.  

WURU session should not only help academically only because I had one student who 

was very emotional the first day, she came she even cried the first time she came and 

because I could not communicate with her in language, she could communicate 

everything in her language. Even her writing was weak, but she could not say what she 

wanted to say because she does not know how to do that (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

In the comment above, the peer tutor is witnessing the emotion-laden reflexivity of the student 

which also indicates that the student’s internal conversation is still “fragmented” because she 

sees no way out of this quandary with English. Thando shared his experiences commenting on 

how he felt challenged participating in WURU because of language. He said: 

Participating in WURU was challenging for me because of language, in order to 

participate I had to speak English of which I do not have confidence to speak… I was not 

comfortable speaking any language other than my home language Sepedi. (Individual 

second interview, 2017). 

In the same manner John and Sizwe also explained that language was the biggest problem during 

participation in WURU. John explained that language restrained him from engaging in group 

work: 

                                                 
4
 Focus group interviews 
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English was the big problem during the duration of the program and especially at the 

beginning. I was not able to participate effectively during lectures and tutorials and 

group work (Individual second interview, 2017). 

Sizwe’s words emphasise the constraint that language can be for students who otherwise 

understand the work. 

Speaking English was the problem, because if I want to explain a concept or discuss like 

sociological imagination and show kuti how you understand this concept, but it is 

difficult because I am not good in English. It makes me feel not so confident in myself. 

Sometimes I know things, but I cannot say them well. (Individual second interview, 

2017). 

When I asked one peer tutor what she does if students are not participating in the discussion, she 

explained that she allows her students to use their home language during group discussions and 

then later she comes in to assist and interpret what has been discussed and guide them:  

I get them to write in their home language and share with others and once they have done 

that, they translate it in English and then we look and see how we can make it look more 

academic so to speak (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

The peer tutor’s comments reflect the situation logically arising from the necessary contradiction 

due to the peer tutor finding ways in the S-C to “unify” the students’ fund of knowledge with the 

university’s valued practice of academic writing. This is similar to what I observed during the 

group session. The peer tutor would ask students to use their mother language to explain the 

concept before translating it into English. She also often used to ask students if they understood 

IsiZulu and used IsiZulu to explain (Observation, June 2017). The next section discusses 

academic support at the University of the Witwatersrand. In a conclusion, the discussions on 

language in this section show that students’ agency is kept at the level of primary agent, and this 

is evidenced in how they feel discouraged, which prohibits them from proceeding in their 

personal projects of participating in WURU and also doing better in their studies.  

7.2.1.4 Academic support at the University of the Witwatersrand 

In chapter 1, I discussed the impact the South African schooling system has on the country’s pass 

rates, and the implications this has for students’ participation, completion, and graduation in 

higher education, particularly when it comes to black students who are affected most severely. In 

section 1.2 of chapter 1 and in chapter 3 respectively, I presented debates around issues of access 
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and the implications for the kinds of academic support provided in South Africa universities 

including Wits.  

As noted on section 1.4 of chapter 1, the university is determined that every student who is 

admitted is provided with appropriate academic support to enable them to succeed. 

Witwatersrand acknowledges the challenges that come with transitioning from high school to 

higher education, particularly for students who come from cultural backgrounds that are different 

from the university culture and practices. The importance of academic support to completion 

rates is also reflective of the national agenda discussed above. Academic support programmes 

such as WURU thus play an extremely significant role in realising the university’s agenda 

around student access and success. In Archerian language, the introduction of academic support 

indicates a necessary contradiction between CS and SS because schools are expected to prepare 

students for university. Yet, in reality at the S-C level students arrive underprepared, hence  

compelling the university to respond to that challenge which indicates a compromise and 

containment by the university.  

Universities as structures set the structural and cultural conditions in which first year students 

find themselves and as primary agents students sometimes are not in a position to challenge 

expectations placed on them (Archer, 1995). Margaret Archer says of primary agents that “the 

kind of agents that they start out being, without any choice, due to parentage and social context, 

profoundly influences what type of actor they can choose to become” and that “certain 

opportunities and information are open to the privileged and closed to the non-privileged”, which 

means that though “options are not determined the opportunity costs of attaining them are 

stacked very differently for the two groups (privileged and non-privileged)” (Archer, 2000, 

p.285). Some students as Margaret Archer describes are not privileged and therefore find 

themselves constrained by the structural and cultural conditions within the university which 

arises from diachronic historical forces (colonisation, ongoing globalisation) and local histories 

(apartheid). They need support that will enable them to navigate the structural and cultural 

conditions within the university. The university is obligated to provide such support to all 

students admitted, so that they have fair and equal access not only to the campus but more 

importantly to academic success. University documentation reflects awareness of this obligation 

and of the important role academic support plays in ensuring student retention and success: 
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Once a student is admitted to the University, the University undertakes to provide 

whatever educational support may be reasonably expected for him or her to have equal 

access to academic success. With this in mind, we will also attempt to foster a richly 

inclusive and welcoming institutional culture, and to conduct regular reviews of 

curricula, programmes, and pedagogy, to make sure that these to take account of the 

diversity we wish to foster (University of Witwatersrand Admission Policy, 2017).  

The policy wording in the quote above reflects contradictions between the cultural discourses in 

the university’ CS and its relation with the country’s SS. This also begs the question: is the role 

of the university to make up for the failure of the schooling system and also between social 

justice and the discourses of efficiency associated with the third phase (institutional development 

phase) discussed in chapter 3.  

Universities are under pressure to respond to the “transformation imperative” (Mitoumba-Tindy, 

2017, p. 69) and academic support is integral to this. The same narratives around academic 

supported are visible in the Review of Teaching and Learning Plan 2015-2019 which states a 

“commitment from the University of Witwatersrand management and academics to work 

proactively with students to ensure they are given the appropriate support and personal attention 

to facilitate their success”. The narrative developed in the university’s policy speaks to broader 

issues of transformation in higher education as well as the institution’s attempt to ensure students 

who are identified as in need of academic support are provided with this support in appropriate 

form. These discourses around student access and success suggest that the university would do 

whatever is necessary to help students to fit into its socio-cultural context, but not that the 

university will change these same social and cultural practices that can act as barriers to student 

learning. The documents also highlight the pressure universities in South Africa are under to 

ensure formal access translates into success to ensure throughput (Andrianatos, 2019, p.6). A full 

account of the different or various academic support structures provided to students is beyond the 

scope of this study. Having set out a brief survey of the discourses around academic support at 

Witwatersrand, I now describe the specific support programme, which is the focus of my study, 

WURU.  
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7.2.2 WURU academic support programme 

The previous section set up the university as operating at the intersection of contradictory 

discourses and historical trends and this moment is T1 and within this context WURU emerged. 

As I discuss above, according to the University of the Witwatersrand admission policy, 

Witwatersrand:  

…commits itself to the development of access principles that do not rely entirely on 

success in school-leaving examinations (as reflected in matriculation points rating), for 

identifying potential candidates from scholastically disadvantaged groups and socio-

economically deprived backgrounds (University of Witwatersrand Admission Policy, 

2017). 

 

WURU (Write Up Read Up) was established in 2014 at the Witwatersrand School of Education 

as an academic support programme for first-year Education students consonant with the spirit of 

this commitment. The programme was initiated after the university decided to increase its B.Ed. 

first-year intake by 250 students in 2014. These were students admitted with Matric points below 

the university cutoff point who nonetheless showed potential to succeed as the quote above 

indicates. This increase in student numbers raised concerns regarding the academic readiness of 

all first-year Education students. The then-head of the School of Education together with the 

Writing Centre coordinator decided that all first-year students should be tested in academic 

literacy for two main reasons: 1) to assess the extent to which these students were prepared to 

cope with the typical academic demands of tertiary studies, and 2) to highlight the kinds of 

teaching and learning approaches that might be considered by the School to enable students to 

better cope with these academic demands (WURU Report, 2014). This is what the coordinator 

commented: 

…I thought, well, to identify those students, let us use the NBTs academic literacy. It is 

validated, it is reliable, and it is not a test that relies heavily on what students have learnt in 

school, so it looks at the potential. …what I thought was in conversation with the people at 

the NBTs, we would pay them to do an analysis of our students, the literacy levels, to get a 

sense of what are the main areas of their weakness, how can we turn that into an intervention 

for students that is productive? (Individual interview with the coordinator, June 2017)   
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The School of Education (WSOE) commissioned the University of Cape Town to administer the 

Academic Literacy component of the National Benchmark Test
5
 (NBTs) to all first years. 

7.2.2.1 Academic literacy (AL) portion of NBTs 

The NBT has three core areas, Academic Literacy (AL), Quantitative Literacy (QL) and 

Mathematics (MAT); in this instance only Academic Literacy was administered. The first cohort 

of students was tested in 2014 with a total of 689 B.Ed. students taking the test. Of the 689 

students, 120 who scored below 40% were invited to participate in the support programme. 

Similar steps were followed in 2015. A total of 600 students wrote the test and of that number, 

again, 120 students who scored below 45% were selected to participate in WURU. Table 2 

below indicates the academic literacy skills assessed in the NBTs AL component for the School 

of Education. These skills areas represent the CEPs
6
 of the discourses of academic literacy that 

characterise the university’s CS. They appear for description once academic literacy becomes a 

problem that needs to be described, quantified, and taught.  

Table 2:Criteria used to assess B.Ed. students' Academic literacy (Source 2014 WURU Report) 

AL skills area Explanation of skills area 

Separating the essential from the non-essential Reader’s capacity to see main ideas and supporting 

detail, statements, and examples; facts and opinions; 

propositions and their arguments; being able to 

classify, categorise and label 

Extrapolation, application and inferencing  Reader’s capacity to draw conclusions and apply 

insights either on the basis of what is stated in the text 

                                                 
5
 The NBTs were established in 2005 by Higher Education South Africa (HESA), currently known as Universities 

South Africa (USA). The objective behind this test is to assess the readiness of potential prospective students 

applying to universities. Students are assessed in three core areas which include Academic Literacy (AL), 

Quantitative Literacy (QL) and Mathematics (MAT) (see Du Plessis and Gerber, 2012).  Du Plessis and Gerber 

(2012, p.84) state that the overall intention behind the NBTs was to: 

 provide institutions with information that is additional and complementary to school leaving results that will 

assist them in the admission and placement of students in appropriate HE curricula and in programme provision. 

 assess the entry-level academic and quantitative literacy and mathematics proficiency of students 

 assess the relationship between entry-level proficiency and school-level exit outcomes. 

 provide information to assist in the placement of students in appropriate curricular routes (e.g., regular, 

augmented, extended, bridging or foundation programmes); and to students’ academic preparedness; and 

 inform the development of curriculum for higher education programmes. 

 
6
 They are cultural because they represent theory, norms, values and practices that held about reading and writing. 
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or implied by these texts 

Understanding discourse relations between parts of 

the text  

Reader’s capacity to see the structure and organization 

of discourse and argument, by paying attention, within 

and between paragraphs in texts, to transitions in 

arguments, superordinate and subordinate ideas; 

introduction and conclusion; logical development  

Vocabulary  Reader’s abilities to derive/workout the word 

meanings from context 

Metaphorical expression Reader’s abilities to understand and work with 

metaphor in language. This includes their capacity to 

perceive language connotation, word play, ambiguity, 

idiomatic expressions, and so on 

Perceiving and understanding cohesion in text  Reader’s abilities to be able to see anaphoric and 

cataphoric links in texts to the antecedents or what 

follows  

Understanding communicative function of sentences Reader’s abilities to see how parts of the sentences/ 

discourse define other parts; or are examples of ideas; 

or are supports for arguments, or attempts to persuade 

Understanding text genre Reader’s abilities to perceive audience in text and 

purpose in writing, including an ability to understand 

text register (formality/informality) and tone (didactic/ 

informative/ persuasive/etc.) 

Table 3 below offers a summary of results from the first NBT test for the 2014 cohort. This 

summary highlights student performance, indicating the number of students per level and 

percentage for each category.  

Table 3: Number of students under the benchmark level and percentage in each category (Source 

WURU Report, 2017) 

Benchmark level Numbers of students Percentage cohort 

Basic (lowest level)  95 14% 

Intermediate lower 218 32% 

Intermediate Upper 288 42% 
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Proficient (most advanced) 85 12% 

As the table shows, of the 2014 cohort of students 95 students, that is, 14% of the total number, 

performed at the lowest or basic level. The largest percentage of students fell into the 

intermediate upper level, that is, 288 or 42% of the class. Coming in second was the intermediate 

lower category with 218 students, 32% percent of the students who wrote. Only 85 students, or 

12%, performed at the level of proficient, which is the highest level in the test. As noted by the 

WURU coordinator, the programme was established to support students considered at risk after 

taking the NBTs, who would need support to academically succeed.  

According to the WURU report, the following were the key issues revealed by analysis of the 

AL test. Firstly, students who performed at the basic and intermediate level struggled mostly 

with identifying the main ideas in the paragraph, making extrapolations and inferences, and 

building an argument. The analysis also showed that all students including those who performed 

at the proficiency level had limited vocabulary. One of the key difficulties identified with 

vocabulary was identifying antonyms. The coordinator commented that: 

…vocabulary is an issue. Now you and I might know that you do not have to go the 

dictionary for every word. We can work out the words. Take “practices” it does not mean 

“I practice my soccer”, it is a writing practice, and it means that I do it a lot, so you 

work it out. So that inference is something that I do not think they are taught at school. I 

think vocabulary is an enormous issue. And it is not English. I know first language 

English students whose vocabulary is weak. You know they do not have a repertoire of 

words. That is why the WURU is exposing students giving them resources,…building 

their vocabulary and working out this vocabulary and even using their dictionary 

(Individual interview with the coordinator, June 2017).   

 

When in 2015, the same test was administered to all first year B.Ed. students, of the 600 who 

wrote the test, 120 students who scored below 45% were selected and invited to participate in 

WURU. Similar problems were identified. The coordinator commented as follow:  

They are the same challenges and issues each year. I think there were four main 

challenges that were identified by the NBT…The main one I think is comprehension. It is 

the inferences, how do you read between the lines…do not just take what you read at face 

value. You work out the meaning of words in context (Individual interview with the 

coordinator, June 2017).  
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The coordinator’s comments above illustrate the collision and the contradiction of the students’ 

literacy practices and these expected practices in the university CS, which brings out the PEP of 

under preparedness. Similarly, peer tutors commented on the challenges student encounter 

highlighting reading and vocabulary. One said:  

I think everything is bad. …It is very tough I think… As soon as they open that course 

pack and see there is so much they need to read and that discourages them already.  And 

as soon as they start reading and come across words they do not understand, that also 

causes them to leave the whole thing. They just opt for waiting for lectures or WURU 

sessions or someone to just explain to them. So, I think, yah shame their reading, is so 

bad because you can see even in the tutorial you ask them questions about things that are 

in the reading they do not know because they have not done the reading. Or they just wait 

to come to you and hear what you have to say and just walk away. (FG1 interview with 

peer tutors, 2017). 

Peer tutors’ comments above are reflective of students’ failure to exercise agency and this keeps 

them at the level of primary agent because they wait for WURU to resolve their struggles. 

However, the comments also raise questions about students’ home and school background and 

how these contribute to their passivity.  For example, have students been taught as most middle-

class students are, to ask questions and challenge received knowledge – have they had 

experiences of looking for and finding help? Chapter 7 offers insight into these questions, not 

just to help them acquire academic literacies, but also through group work and tutoring to show 

them how to become more agential.  

 Another peer tutor’s words were: “I also think the English language, like it is very difficult…the 

words we use are very difficult”. (FG1 interview with peer tutors, 2017). 

In 2016, there was some changes and an in-house test designed by the coordinator and one senior 

academic staff member was used instead of the NBT (Teaching and Learning Review, 2019, 

p.100). The reason for this was the high cost of the NBT test. In 2017, students were selected to 

participate in WURU by analysing their first Education Studies assignments rather than either 

the in-house or NBT. This was made necessary by the disruptions caused by Fees Must Fall 

protests that took place from February to May 2017, which caused a delay in starting WURU. 

Students who attained below 50% in the assignment were sent an email inviting them to 

participate in WURU. These are the students who are part of this study. Although the initial 
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intention of the programme was to serve and support students considered ‘at risk’, the 

coordinator pointed out that:  

[We]did not want WURU to just be another support program for weak students…I had 

already been collaborating with tutors in Education Studies 1 and I had decided that was 

the subject where the support should be embedded, and the Head of the School felt 

strongly that we had to take that support into Education Studies and that we do not just 

keep it with those students struggling, because it shouldn’t just benefit those few students 

who are weak but all students (Individual interview with the coordinator, June 2017).  

The comments above from the coordinator indicate structural elaboration that happened in which 

WURU moved from being an academic support programme for a selected few to all students. 

This structural elaboration also created a cultural elaboration in terms of deepening a sense of 

academic literacy teaching and development as a social practice for all students and not remedial 

for the ‘at risk’ students only. Consequently, in 2018, the decision was made to extend WURU to 

all first-year Education students. In the interview, the coordinator said further:  

Students are coming to the University of the Witwatersrand, and their literacy practices 

do not match with that of the university environment and even students who do well in the 

test have certain issues and challenges and they need support. (Individual interview with 

the coordinator, June 2017) 

These changes in the method of selection have led to an increase in the number of students 

attending WURU as indicated in the table below.  

 

Year 

 

Selection criteria 

 

No. of 

students 

 

 

No. of  

WURU  

groups 

 

 

No. of WURU weeks 

2014 NBT academic literacy 

test (UCT) 

120 17 11 

2015 NBT academic literacy 

test (UCT) 

120 16       15  
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Table 4:Number of students who have participated in WURU since its inception in 2014 

Table 3 above shows how student numbers have significantly changed since 2018, due to 

changes in the selection process as described earlier on. Enrolment numbers are also affected by 

a second intake of students into WURU after the June exams, which targets students who fail 

two or more subjects in the exams. The number of students attending WURU in 2017 was 

affected by the restructuring of the academic year necessitated by the student protests. This 

meant a reduction in the number of contact weeks for WURU students and limited engagement 

and exposure for those who enrolled in June because they had just three weeks of contact.  

7.2.2.2 The nature and structure of WURU 

This section describes the nature and structure of WURU to explore the structural and cultural 

conditioning within WURU that may have either constrained or enabled students as they 

2016 In-house comprehension 

test  

116 17       14  

2017 First Education I essay 

assignment mark 

90 12      8 * 

2018 Voluntary/marketing 240 27    19  

2019 Voluntary  300 30 10* 

Total number of weeks attended since 2014 assuming 100% attendance*  
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participated in the activities of the intervention programme. In line with Margaret Archer’s 

(1996) analytical dualism, this section separates structural, cultural and agential conditions to 

allow me to explain what and how students’ learning was enabled or constrained within the 

programme. 

WURU is under the management of the Wits School of Education Writing Centre. The Writing 

Centre director, who is also the coordinator for WURU, oversees its implementation in 

collaboration with the Education Studies 1 course lecturers and peer tutors. WURU is embedded 

in the Education Studies 1 course. The drive to integrate WURU into the Education Studies 

course is underpinned by the notion that academic literacy is a social practice (as discussed in 

chapter 2) that “develops over time, and within the disciplinary and academic contexts in which 

meanings and knowledges are produced and debated” (Clarence, 2017, p.51). Thus, WURU uses 

Education Studies content to facilitate students’ academic literacy practices because these are 

“infused with certain values and shaped by particular conventions” (Clarence, 2017, p.51) which 

students have to learn and adhere to when writing. The following are the initial core aims and 

objectives of WURU:  

1. Improve students’ reading efficiency.  

2. Improve students’ writing efficiency. 

3. Build on and extend their disciplinary vocabulary. 

Further to develop to achieve the above aim, WURU tutorial sessions focus on a variety of 

activities that help students consolidate what they have learnt in the main lecture and involves:  

 going through readings  

 going over readings for assignments  

 discussing essay topics, planning and drafting essays  

 learning to structure the paragraphs, introduction and conclusion 

 discussing referencing and plagiarism 

 exam preparation, etc. 

The above list is not exhaustive of what WURU does but all the listed aspects above are geared 

towards introducing and orientating students into the ways of being and doing in the Education 

Studies 1 course, hence the above is done around the disciplinary content. These generic skills 
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focus on the Education Studies 1 course but end up being a focus on their field’s literacy 

practices. 

7.2.2.3 The Education Studies 1 course  

Education Studies 1 is the first of the four Education Studies core compulsory courses offered 

from 1
st
 to 4

th
 year in the B.Ed. The course focuses on four fundamental disciplines, namely 

Philosophy, Psychology, Sociology and History of Education. First year B.Ed. students take 

Education Studies1course as their core course alongside the other courses suited to their phase 

and subject specialisation. The course is highly formal and academic literacy discourses are those 

of philosophy and argument not empirical subjects such as methodology or ‘Becoming a 

Teacher’ (BAT). The Head of School and the coordinator felt that it was important that WURU 

be embedded in Education Studies 1 because it is the core course. (individual interview with 

coordinator, June 2017). 

Both the coordinator and peer tutors also revealed that a strong culture of sociocultural 

understandings of literacies shape WURU.  For example, the coordinator explained that the core 

Education Studies course was also chosen because of its literacies focus:  

Because teachers, whatever subject they are going to teach, they need to be aware of the 

literacy … in their disciplines and academic literacy requirement in their discipline. So, I 

think there is an added kind of layer...It is not just developing their academic literacy 

practices as students, but also as future teachers they need to be aware consciously of 

those basics. They know how to integrate different aspects of literacy into their 

curriculum. (Individual interview with coordinator, June 2017) 

The peer tutors also talked about how embedding WURU into the Education Studies 1 course 

was beneficial to students because this embedding allowed them to focus on that subject area’s 

specific literacy requirements. For example, one of the peer tutors had this to say:   

Lea and Street talk about writing, how to read and write in a discipline. For me, when 

you are talking about academic literacy, it is about reading and writing yes but 

embedded within the discipline. So, it is not just any general skills. And I think, if you 

take it back to WURU, that is exactly what we are doing. We are working within in 

Education Studies…it is in education and building those skills and thinking around 

education content. (FGI with peer tutors, November 2017)     



147 

 

This particular tutor was doing her Master’s degree in Education and her research focused on 

academic support at the time of the interview. In her comments she quotes New Literacies 

Studies scholars Lea and Street (1998) who advocate for the embeddedness of academic support 

programmes such as WURU into disciplines because academic literacy practices cannot be 

taught outside the discipline. Other peer tutors commented on how using the Education Studies 

content helped students especially with writing and developing academic literacies that students 

could then apply in other subjects. Below are some of extract from focus group interviews with 

peer tutors:  

I think the fact that it is infused in education studies1 is good because…I think that is at 

the heart of what WURU aims to do is to help students write academically. So, I feel 

like… it benefits them in every other subject they do because in all their subjects they are 

required to write academically…And that is what they do in any subject even the 

structure is different…Yah but I feel like as long as they can be able to write 

academically even if it is done in the context of education studies. I feel like the focus is 

on the writing…. (FGI with peer tutors, November 2017) 

I do believe that for starters it is using the Education studies disciplinary content, 

concepts, practices, skills, assumptions and so on to develop their academic literacies 

and competences which I think is good in my view. (FGI with peer tutors, November 

2017)   

In the extract from the focus group discussion as presented above, peer tutors acknowledge the 

importance of embedding WURU in Education Studies and using its content to facilitate 

students’ academic literacy practices particularly academic writing. The coordinator explained 

that an embedded intervention is taken more seriously by students because they see its value in 

immediate support for particular assessment tasks and thus come when it aligns with their 

personal projects. The coordinator had this to say: 

I do not believe generic courses are very helpful and … research shows that students do 

not value them. I think that the way forward for me has always been to work in the 

discipline…Because instead of having two sets of questions like what private and public 

issues is, we actually embedded reading and writing. (Individual interview with the 

coordinator, 2017). 

The coordinator draws a distinction between viewing academic support as generic hence viewing 

AL as a skill making it a problem of the individual student, and embeddedness of academic 

support which is valued because AL is discipline specific and context bound.  



148 

 

While peer tutors and coordinator felt embedding WURU into Education Studies 1 was a good 

idea and beneficial to students, there were mixed views from students. For example, some 

students were not happy with the way the Education course content was woven into WURU. 

Students felt that the focus on literacy rather than the course content especially when writing 

their assignments constrained them. For example, Bongani said: 

I think I have some questions…because the issue of WURU escaping the content and 

focusing on how to structure an essay is boring sometimes. I have some serious problems 

of understanding the concept and you are still going to lecture me on how to write an 

introduction whereas I do not have the content. I find it problematic. I would rather use 

my 45 minutes to consult BZ and other lecturers so this thing of going to WURU and they 

tell how to write something whereas you do not have the content is problematic and that 

is why some people are not attending. (FGI with students, November 2017) 

Bongani’s comments show how students’ expectations often conflict with the expectations of 

academic support programmes such as WURU. The very same comments also show that WURU 

sometimes does not agree with students’ personal project of passing the course. Agreeing with 

Bongani, Thando and Nceba also commented as follows:  

I have the same point with my brother here (pointing at Bongani) …What I have noticed 

is that they are not helping with content. They are not teaching but helping with how to 

write…I am that kind of a person, if I am having an idea of how to define the ZDP in this 

way and I understand it this way, when someone tries to explain it in a different way I get 

lost... It is hard for me to change the information I have. …When I thought of WURU I 

thought even if DR M can teach us URU is going to explain. Only to find out that they do 

not explain they just help you with how to write an essay. But there is an improvement, 

when I check my first and second assignment as you saw my marks. There is an 

improvement. (FGI with students, November 2017). 

What they are saying is true. I can just say sometimes you do not understand the content 

WURU does not help you with that of which you have to write. I wish they could change 

that and give the content (FGI with students, November 2017)  

These comments show student disappointment in WURU not giving input on course content 

especially when they were writing assignments. The comments also indicate that perhaps 

students have a misunderstanding what WURU is for or about. WURU is designed with the 

content/subject lecturers as discussed previously. In Archerian language, the two comments 

above show contradiction between students’ expectations at S-C level and WURU’s CS and SS. 

Other students, however, were happy with the way WURU is structured. This is what they had to 

say: 
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WURU is helping us how to write an essay and how it should flow, and everything … 

With WURU itself, we actually dwell on the essay, on the topic that is given and our 

tutors show us using the content that we are supposed to know. The problem here is, we 

need to go there while we have read the article and we have understood the lecture, 

because they do not deal with anything that we are not doing in the lecture. So, you need 

to concentrate in the lecture and when you get to the WURU session and she asks the 

question “what do you want us to do?”  you must already have a clue of what you have 

done already for the topic ... It is not like they are only helping you with how to write an 

essay how to flow, how to use the synonym and linking words. It is all about … helping 

you with what you have read already. (FGI with students, November 2017) 

I would say a WURU session helps you write your essays, but it does not write the essays 

for you. But it helps you understand that content from the theories that you are given. 

They do not just say, it is important they give you the proof of it. They give us things that 

we are supposed to use.., and you can also see the change and how it helps you when you 

get your marks (FGI with students, November 2017). 

Well, …if I can meet a first-year student, I can just say WURU helps you how to write 

your essay, how to structure your essay. They do not help you with content. They do not 

tell you what you are supposed to write. They give you an idea of how to write. They can 

make an example, but they cannot give you exactly…Most of the people when they are 

going there, they are expecting to be given answers. I would strongly advise, they do not 

give you answers they just advise you (FGI with students, November 2017). 

The first comment shows that WURU’s pedagogical practices position students as corporate 

agents. For example, students have to know what they want and work towards it. For instance, 

they do the readings because they want to pass which in this case could lead to double 

morphogenesis (see chapter 8 for details on students’ double morphogenesis). The comments 

also reveal that by participating in WURU students take on the role of “student actor”. The 

second comment shows how in WURU the CS is made explicit for students affording them the 

opportunity to resolve any contradictions so that they can be incorporated into the Education 

Studies SS and CS. The last comment reveals that the student is expected to become an actor by 

themselves. But the comments also reveal that students have a different understanding of the 

parameters of WURU’s role in their development of academic literacies. All of the comments 

also highlight the students’ lack of agency, their ability to take responsibility for their own 

writing. This lack of agency could also be attributed to their weak academic writing which, as 

Esambe and Mkonto (2017, p.147) explain, “often makes the cognitive-linguistic transition from 

secondary school to higher education difficult to manage”. As indicated earlier, the coordinator, 

together with the lecturers, plans, designs and structures weekly teaching and learning resources 
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in the form of worksheets with tasks and activities that use the Education Studies 1 content. 

These follow along with each topic covered in the Education Studies main lectures. In the 

Archerian language, this allows for the cultural conditioning in Education Studies 1 course to be 

made explicit for students in WURU sessions. Thus, in this case the S-C produces real cultural 

elaboration to the students’ academic literacy practices in that area. The benefits of embedding 

academic literacy support in disciplines is supported by Wingate and Dreiss (2009, p.15) who 

argue that students get the opportunity to engage in constructive and experiential learning.  

For example, in the interview, the coordinator spoke about how she and one of the lecturers for 

Sociology of Education collaborated to design activities for students (see Appendix 9 for 

example of activities):  

 So, I sat with that lecturer every week and worked on the material and in fact the tutor 

welcomed it. Because instead of having two sets of questions like what private and public 

issues is, we actually embedded reading and writing. So, we took a text like to use and 

analysed the paragraph like what is the main claim and then took an example like 

Vuwani and then tackled it. How does it relate to the Sociological imagination and take 

the concepts and make them quite...? I think it was quite transformative in that…we are 

using the tutorial space to develop reading and writing (Individual interview with the 

support coordinator, 2017). 

 

The Education Studies 1 course is further divided into two modules, Psychology and Sociology 

of Education and each is described below. This description of the modules gives an insight into 

how the modules are structured, and what is required and expected of students.  

7.2.2.4 Peer tutors 

WURU is administered and implemented by peer tutors because they run the tutorial sessions. 

These are Education students selected from third year to post graduate (PGCE, Honours, Masters 

and PhD). In terms of selection, some peer tutors apply directly to the Writing Centre and others 

are recommended by lecturers. They are selected based on their performance in their academic 

work, their writing proficiency, their confidence, and experience working with students, their 

availability and commitment to the programme. The coordinator of WURU commented as 

follows:  

The biggest thing …is that it is run by peer tutors. That is somebody who went through 

similar issues. Some of the peer tutors are undergraduates. They get 75% and they are 
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good students but... I want to see even if they get 92 that they are reflective, that they 

have been through and as you know some of the people, I select started off very shaky, 

they did not know the discourse, they were not reflective. And they did not have all the 

answers, they had to learn a whole lot of it. They struggled and through their struggles 

and talking about their struggle I think they are fantastic role models for the students. 

Much better than I would do. I sometimes consult with the students privately and I know 

they get a great deal with their peers. I mean I might pick up a few more things because I 

am more experienced, so I might just pick up that their comprehension, coherence or is 

problematic. That is not the issue it is about building that relationship that you identify 

with someone beyond race and gender issues. It does not matter who it is. It is that they 

struggled with their writing. It is sometimes important because some of the Peer tutors 

have said they have come from those schools where they were taught very little in terms 

of preparation for university and so it is very helpful for them to share those stories with 

students. I think it is brilliant. And then the identity issue I think…at the psychological 

level, sociologically and all sorts of levels. How does it feel to be a student, what does it 

mean to be a student? Yes, and for me it is about responsibility. I really would like one of 

main goal is to make students independent that they can judge for themselves. (Individual 

interview with the coordinator, 2017) 

Added to the above, successful candidates are subjected to a thorough interview to ensure their 

suitability. Once appointed, they are taken through training before they are assigned a group of 

students. This training outlines what is required of them. Before they commence their assigned 

duties, peer tutors are encouraged and recommended to shadow experienced peer tutors for a 

week or two observing how they carry out their duties.  

Once all the interviews and training are done, selected peer tutors are assigned a group of 

students to facilitate, scaffold learning and offer support for the rest of the year. Groups meet 

once a week and students engage with the lecture content of that week and this allows students to 

consolidate their engagement with the course materials. This schedule can change if both peer 

tutors and students agree. In addition to their duties, peer tutors are also required to attend a 

weekly meeting at the Writing Centre. This meeting often involves reflection on their group 

sessions. They reflect on what is working and what is not working and often get suggestions 

from fellow peer tutors about different ways they could address some of the challenges they 

encounter. This process also positions peer tutors as corporate agents because they work together 

to achieve a common goal of helping students acquire the valued academic literacy practices.  

Additionally, this weekly meeting is also when the lecturer and the coordinator brief peer tutors 

about the activities designed for the week and how they can be used to help students understand 
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what is required by their disciplines. During this briefing, peer tutors get to ask the lecturer 

questions about the content and clarify what the lecturer expects students to learn, and where the 

emphasis should be. Peer tutors can also ask questions about the assignment task, assessment 

criteria, the activities, and materials, discuss possible strategies to use during the sessions. In 

addition to the training they receive after being appointed and the weekly meetings, peer tutors 

are also provided with continuous support and training usually given by a visiting lecturer or the 

main Writing Centre director from central campus. These training sessions are aimed at 

extending peer tutors’ knowledge on how to facilitate, scaffold and assess academic writing and 

provide appropriate feedback to students regarding academic literacy practices.  

The evidence suggests that having peer-led sessions allows the first-year students at WURU to 

ask questions and actively participate without feeling intimidated or afraid as they would be if it 

was a lecturer. Another peer tutor commented as follow: 

There is a lot of hostility towards students instead of generally embracing them. The idea 

that they need help or assistance. A lot of lecturers are hostile. Students find it easy to ask 

people who can help even if it is just reassurance about asking a question. I think that is 

why WURU is useful at the moment. Because it is peers it is dealing with peers and 

another student and they are more approachable (FGI interview with Peer tutors, 2017).  

In the role of the lecturer and the PEP of hostility arising, peer tutors find themselves having to 

do remedial work they do see as part of their job. Having peer tutors who are in the same field is 

an enabling factor to students because they are more knowledgeable about the Education Studies 

course and understand the course rules and processes. 

7.3 Cultural conditioning at T1: before WURU 

 

 

 

 

 

T1: CULTURAL SYSTEM OF WSoE IN TERMS OF ACADEMIC 

LITERACY 

Cultural system of the academic literacy required of them: 

• Academic reading 

• Essay genre 

• Academic writing 

Student agency:  

• Before arriving at university 

•  
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This section of the chapter focuses on the cultural conditioning students encountered before 

WURU as they engaged in academic literacy practices, mainly their first assignment. The 

comments in this section primarily focus on students’ experience writing the first assignment and 

will focus on academic reading, the essay genre, and the academic writing. 

7.3.1 Academic reading  

Reading is emphasised in the Education Studies 1 course, and students are encouraged to read 

beyond the prescribed primary readings. It is also stipulated in the assessment criteria that 

students have to engage with multiple readings to score higher marks (see Appendix 11). Part of 

WURU’s job is to ensure that students engage in reading and this is done using the reading 

materials provided to them in Education Studies 1. The coordinator commented on how reading 

is scaffolded during WURU sessions and mentioned some of the strategies used to help students 

with their reading: 

To give you an example students have to read a particular text and it lends itself to pre-

reading or SQ3R (Survey, Read, Recite Review) …I mean the pedagogical principles are 

activity based. It is really getting students thinking, and working, writing, free writing, and 

paragraph writing. It is using the language. It is discussion, clarifying concepts and working 

collaboratively. I am a firm believer in groups so … students can work in little groups, pairs. 

That is why I try to build that in and then it just takes them to level of thinking. (Individual 

interview with the coordinator, 2017).  

According to the comment above, students are given a language text/test and in the process there 

is building of corporate agency and confidence as they work collaboratively doing and talking 

about academic literacy.  

As mentioned earlier, students receive what is called “the course or reading pack”. This pack 

contains the course outline, and all the primary readings students need for the semester for each 

module. Student are provided with a list of additional reading to supplement the primary 

readings. In this, as noted earlier, emphasis is placed reading and students are encouraged to 

read. For example, in the 2018 Psychology of Education course outline, it is stipulated that:  

The texts contained in your “reading pack” include all the primary readings for this 

component of Education 1, however, these are not the only texts you should read, and it 

is expected that you also consult and read some of the additional suggested readings 
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listed in the relevant sections of this outline. In this regard it is important to note that 

written essays which rely only on the primary texts will generally not receive a high mark 

while essays which include and demonstrate an understanding of additional readings will 

be rewarded accordingly. (Course outline and primary readings: Psychology of Education 

2018, p.4) 

In the same vein, in the course outline for Sociology of Education 1, students are also informed 

of the importance of readings:  

You are provided with a “Reading Pack” which contains the required readings. Reading 

is essential, and will help you better understand the material provided in the lectures 

(Course outline and primary readings: Sociology of Education 2018, p.2) 

As shown in the two extract above, reading is thus an essential task student have to do to enable 

them to engage with content and also write their assignments. These sections of the course pack 

mediate the component of the CS for the students - the dispositions, behaviours, literacies that 

are valued in the course, the university, and the global academia. We witness in them the S-C 

interaction where the lecturer inducts and socialises students into those literacies, practices, and 

identities. However, the use of higher academic English in the text could act as a constraint to 

some students because of the level of English used.  

While students are encouraged to read widely, they are also cautioned about using sources such 

as Wikipedia. However, no explanation provided in the course pack explains to students why 

they are not ‘acceptable academic sources’ which indicate that the CS and the SEPs of authority 

on the part of the lecturer enacted in the text is not really helpful. This could be because the 

shared understanding of the veracity of Wikipedia as an academic source is assumed to be 

shared, rather than seen as needing to be explained. Assumptions like this are part of why so 

much work on academic literacy development exists, practically and in research. 

However, from students’ and peer tutors’ comments, academic reading is a challenge. This 

contributed to why students struggled with writing their first assignment. Students mentioned 

different reasons associated with reading that constrained them when writing their first 

assignment and this included the amount of reading, not reading enough due to time constraints, 
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poor reading skills, struggle with comprehension and vocabulary and the English language. This 

affected the way they approached the assignment. As stated above, the amount of readings they 

had to get through constrained them and this affected the way they approached the assignment. 

Sizwe said:  

Like in the first block, I did not read my course pack that much. I was just scanning. I 

realized that when it comes to writing an essay, I did not have that much information, so I 

had to go back and read so the second block I made sure that if they give us a course 

pack I read and make my notes in my own understanding” (Second individual interview, 

October 2017) 

When I asked him why he did not read yet he had all the readings on time, he said:  

when it comes to reading, reading like from Grade 12 they teach us to be lazy because 

they just give us the summary. Here you have to go look for information, link it and in 

high school we did not do that. (Second individual interview, October 2017) 

 Dudu also acknowledged that she did not engage with the reading for the first assignment; she 

relied on lecture notes. She commented as follow:  

Ok when you go to the class you have lecture slides. Normally I would just take what they 

are giving me in the slides … I did not interact with my readings. The only time I 

interacted with reading was because I was given the assignment, because I knew I had to 

reference, and I cannot reference the lecture slides…With Piaget we had lecture slides 

plus the course readings. It was too much. That is why I was saying I just picked and 

picked and combined. As long as it made sense, then we are good”. (Second individual 

interview, October 2017) 

Other students tried to use YouTube videos rather than read. Sisanda, for example, explained that 

not reading propelled her to use YouTube videos to write the assignment. She said:  

So, when I had to write my assignment most of the time, I was using YouTube videos. And 

I did not know that they were bad to use because you cannot even reference them. I was 

using them for examples to write examples because they told us you need to write more 

examples of our own”. (Second individual interview, October 2017)  

Like Sisanda, Sizwe and Thando also mentioned that they relied on YouTube videos to write 

their assignment. They said:  

“I was struggling to read the course pack. But what I did I just read and read and then 

wrote what I understand not having that much knowledge. I also i decided to google some 

videos on YouTube” (Focus group interview with students 2017).  
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Like right now at university I have access to the internet, so I use the internet and go on 

YouTube. They are much simpler because they compare the reading that I read with 

another reading. When they use comparison that is when it becomes easy for me but if 

they just explain the reading and it is lecture teaching then aah I do not understand. 

(Focus group interview with students 2017). 

Sisanda acknowledged that if she had done more readings perhaps she could have performed 

better. She said: “I could have got 75 maybe if I did work more on the readings and I understood 

them more” (Second individual interview, October 2017). Students’ recourse to YouTube videos 

could be about them avoiding reading (because it’s hard; because it’s in an unfamiliar language/ 

register; time consuming etc.).This could be perhaps due to lack of awareness of how academic 

reading functions differently as a way to access knowledge and build writing dispositions. 

However, students resorting to YouTube show how they exercised their agency seeking 

alternative ways to access knowledge and disciplinary discourses.  Students’ words about 

struggling with reading were corroborated by peer tutors who reported that students struggle for 

the first few months of transition into university with the academic demands of reading. This 

peer tutor said:    

Most of them struggle with first year especially reading the course material. The size of 

the course park.  

Like yoh it is very tough I think for as soon as they open that course pack and see there is 

so much they need to read and that discourages them already. 

You can see even in the tutorial you ask them questions about things that are in the 

reading they do not know because they have not done the reading. (FGI with peer tutors, 

November 2018). 

The evidence presented above indicates how the CS exerted influence on the S-C creating a 

situation logic of contradiction for students to which they had to react. Students’ response to the 

situational logic as data shows is different and is based on their mode of reflexivity. Archer 

(2003) contends that everyone is a reflexive being and that we are able to “deliberate about our 

circumstance in relation to ourselves and, in the light of these deliberations, we determine our 

own personal courses of action in society” (p. 167). As can be seen from the data, the Education 

Studies 1 course created constraining contradictions for students, and they acted on them by 

evading them. Thus, students’ projects are adjusted in accordance with the structural and cultural 

conditions that emerge through the pursuit of their projects.  



157 

 

Another challenge associated with academic reading that acted as a constraint for students was 

comprehension and vocabulary. Dudu, for example, explained that: “So, you read it highlight 

and finish so that it is clear you went through it but not because you understand what you are 

highlighting. If somebody was to ask you why you highlighted, then you had no idea” (Second 

individual interview, October 2017). Thando, had similar experiences with comprehension. He 

commented that: 

I tried to read them and the other one confused me to an extent I said that I will no 

longer read …because I read it and I do not understand, and the worst thing is that some 

of the words you have to check in the dictionary, and it is time consuming, and you want 

to finish the book and understand it (laughs). You have to read and understand and 

maybe you can also summarise the book. So, for me sometimes I read, and I do not 

understand. I read and there is nothing I can grab out of that reading so that is difficult. 

Sometimes you read and you come across the word you do not understand, and you go to 

the dictionary and you find the explanation, but you do not understand deeply the 

sentence. You just read but in your mind, you do not process it to extent where it makes 

sense. (Second individual interview, October 2017). 

John also shared his experience with reading saying that: “First reading the whole pack was 

challenging and also there were some words that were difficult to understand” (Second 

individual interview, October 2017). This is also shared by Nceba and Bongani who said:  

It was challenging because …if you were not raised speaking English…It is very hard to 

construct a sentence or something that is very written like in your own words. You still 

have to think on how I can put this…The words are difficult especially spelling. It might… 

lose some words and then when it comes to speaking some words might be hard to 

pronounce and so when you choose a word you must know its meaning and put it in a 

correct position in a sentence. So spelling and meaningful words”. (Second individual 

interview, October 2017). 

I was not prepared (she laughs) because what I am getting is not what I expected. There 

is a lot of readings, it has a lot of big words. It is like they are giving me I can say at 

university they are giving me a lot of information which end up like confusing me…I 

struggled very much it was my first assignment... I only did one reading if I can 

remember clearly… I could not even understand what we were talking about and I ended 

up not writing it in one day. Every time I would start, I would get stuck and go back to the 

reading to read”. (Second individual interview, October 2017). 

This is not surprising because as discussed in section 7.2.2.1, comprehension and vocabulary 

were identified as the biggest challenges for students in the 2014 and 2015 NBT results. This 

was also affirmed by the coordinator in the interview when she pointed out that students are 
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challenged by comprehension and have limited “repertoire of words”.  Students like John 

mentioned that they are challenged by reading because of the “big words” which made it 

difficult for him to understand. He continued to say: “First reading the whole pack was 

challenging and also there were some words that were difficult to understand”. The same 

sentiments were shared by Thando who also explained that the “words” were the challenge 

when it comes to academic reading. He said: 

The words. Sometimes when I am reading I come up to that word which will totally make 

me forget what I was reading about that time. But then I end up eish. When I search the 

dictionary sometimes I do not have the time to search for word in psychology. When I 

check it in the dictionary it does not match that one, but it is the same thing. But they did 

not put in psychology it is just basic. (Second individual interview, October 2017). 

Students’ words were corroborated by peer tutors who also reported that students struggle with 

transition into university with the academic demands of reading. For example, these three peer 

tutors had this to say:  

Most of them struggle with first year especially reading the course material. Having to 

interpret everything and reading in such a way that it makes sense and be able to put in 

the assignment is quite difficult in the first few months… (FGI with peer tutors, November 

2018). 

I think everything is bad… As soon as they start reading and come across words they do 

not understand that also causes them to leave the whole thing. They just opt for waiting 

for lectures or WURU sessions or someone to just explain to them. So, I think yah shame 

their reading is so bad... (FGI with peer tutors, November 2018). 

I definitely agree with the reading because I think initially that is what they struggle with 

mostly. Because they do not know how to read. They do know how to read but not those 

big chapter reading and academic reading. They never got the opportunity to interact 

with this academic language. I find that is a big barrier for them. (FGI with peer tutors, 

November 2018). 

The data presented above shows that students struggled with different aspects of academic 

reading. For example, the amount of reading, comprehension and vocabulary and time 

constraints all these acted as constraints when writing their first essay assignment. In addition to 

that students also cited the challenge of reading in English, particularly when it comes to 

comprehension and vocabulary. Bongani said, “Remember English is not our mother tongue so 

some other words in English you cannot understand them but then if you can understand them by 

the context of your home language then you will be able to interrelate” (Second individual 
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interview, October 2017). Again, Bongani uses his reflexive ability to identify and recognise 

English as a constraint. Similarly, Nceba and Thando also pointed out that reading in English is a 

challenge saying:  

I come from a rural area, so we spoke IsiZulu. Another disadvantage is that we in rural 

areas they sympathize with us and teach us in IsiZulu…We have teachers who do not 

know English, so it becomes hard when we come here whereby only English is used. 

Whenever you read you come across words which we do not know their meanings, so you 

have to sit here with a dictionary. (Second individual interview, October 2017) 

They teach us English in Sepedi…That is something that is confusing. Sometimes you 

speak English only when you present or write an essay and it is hard to write an essay 

while you are not used to speaking that language…That is why sometimes when we write 

essays those essays are not effective. Because our English (he laughs) we just write our 

English we do not speak it (Second individual interview, October 2017) 

Dudu, despite having exposure to English from pre-school as she indicated, also felt constrained 

saying: 

I have been reading in English since pre-school up until my high school. I did not have 

much problem but when I reach at the university level my reading eish (laughs) it became 

so difficult. It is not like it became difficult, but it was because of I came up to those 

words which I was not familiar with. (Second individual interview, October 2017). 

Students’ narratives presented above are corroborated by the peer tutors’ words. They also 

mention that part of the reason students are challenged with reading is because of the English 

language: 

I also think the English language …for them it is very difficult…the words we use are 

very difficult. Like you find them using them in every context. Like someone saying I 

developed this theory (laughs) because you find out they just want to use the word and 

they end up using them in a wrong context. 

It is very intimidating to come into an environment like this... a lot of our students 

English is not their first language. So, to move from there to an academic language. 

Some of the readings are not easy. I have been here 6 years and I still struggle. 

Especially that sense of second language, third language for some is a major difficult. I 

mean I just tend to think of people who have done Afrikaans and being told do it... Are 

there academic papers in that language? There is also that issue that just the grasp of the 

medium of instruction. (FGI with peer tutors, November 2018). 
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Student and peer tutors’ comments affirm what has been discussed in chapters 1, 6 and 7 about 

the dominance of English as powerful social capital. Thus, data, shows complexity associated 

with English as a medium of instruction which position students as second language speakers of 

English, forcing them to remain primary agents. As highlighted in section 7.2.1.3, English as the 

LOLT creates a necessary incompatibility because, while at the CS level, the university 

acknowledges the importance of multilingualism, but as indicated in chapter 6, at the S-C level, 

English is preferred as the LOLT. Hence, this leads to the situation logic created by structures 

and culture which forces compromise and containment.   

Furthermore, students mentioned poor reading skills. Some students like John explained that they 

had no “formula” of how to approach academic reading. John explained that “Some of the things 

we are encountering here they were not taught at school. Like the issue of reading, we were not 

taught and some of us are not used to reading because it was not reinforced at school.” (Second 

individual interview, October 2017). Dudu also had this to say about the approach to reading: 

I think maybe the way you approach it. Maye how you approach it especially when you 

do not understand the word. You know when you are reading and you come across a 

word you do not understand, you get frustrated and then you think you do not understand 

the full passage. But if maybe we approached on how to deal with words you do not 

understand, how to get through that, then I would have been better at my reading. 

(Second individual interview, October 2017). 

Peer tutors and the coordinator also acknowledge that part of the constraints students encounter 

with academic reading is that: 

I definitely agree with the reading...they do not know how to read. They do know how to 

read but not those big chapter reading and academic reading. They never got the 

opportunity to interact with this academic language. I find that is a big barrier for them. 

(FGI with peer tutors, November 2018). 

With regards to the reading skills that students come with, I think they come with their 

basic reading school from high school and then when they are here they are exposed to 

different ways of reading all those steps and acronym and then they actually start using 

those techniques of reading. (FGI with peer tutors, November 2018). 

So, it is reading I mean peer tutors tell me they sit with students and they are not reading. 

I mean they do read, and it is not because there is nothing wrong or because they are not 

clever enough. They do not how to see the picture and to read between the lines and 

understand what the meaning is… They are not reading they are just decoding. They are 
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not reading critically and analytically seeing the connections. (FGI with peer tutors, 

November 2018). 

Students also mentioned time management as a constraint to their reading and that is why some 

of them ended taking short cuts like using YouTube videos. Failure to manage time had 

implications for their reading and thus affected how they responded to their first assignment. In 

one of her reflective journal entries, Dudu wrote that she always leaves things to the last minute 

and that is what she did for her first assignment. This is what she wrote:  
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Sisanda indicated that she did not have ample time to read all the articles assigned to them which 

affected the number of pages she had to write. This in the end disadvantaged her when it came to 

writing their assignment. She said:  

I did not read Paget’s theory. I did not have enough time. I was a little bit behind in 

terms of reading… So, yah I did not read much. It was my first essay in my whole 

course…I think we were supposed to write 4-5 pages and I wrote less because I did not 

read enough. I did not read the articles”. (Second individual interview, October 2017).  

However, some peer tutors had different views about students not reading. For example, one peer 

tutor said: 

In my view the students need to understand one thing that there is no way out. You have 

to read. All of them they are trying to find the easiest way to understand (they all laugh). 

Secondly when students think the reading is hard it is only hard for them only it is not 

hard for other students as well, so they give up. They need to understand that you cannot 

read once you have to read it twice and even three times to even understand it.  I think 

they need not necessarily workshops but reading sessions where they have to sit down 

and just read then have to sit down and summarise or whatever they have to do. You can 

tell them that you have two articles to read and by the end of the week you two summaries 

to submit. Or whatever you want from your students. So that is biding as well. They will 

not do if it is not binding. There must be away to tell students that it is compulsory to do 

the reading. (FGI with peer tutors, November 2018). 

The data presented above shows that students found academic reading to be a constraint to their 

personal projects which are writing and passing the assignment. As highlighted above, peer 

tutors and students’ reflections show how university practices such as reading, which is a 

requirement at university level, limits students in their engagement with the academic discourse. 

For students in the study, the LOLT also contributes to this dilemma making their transition from 

school literacy to university literacy a challenge. As highlighted in chapter 6, academic reading 

as part of the CS is valued in the course and the university and thus its role is central in the S-C 

interaction because it allows morphogenesis. In this case, students are expected to engage with 

readings for assignment purposes and exams.  

7.3.2 Academic writing  

Like reading, writing is an integral component of Education Studies 1. Part of WURU’s 

responsibility is to induct these first year B.Ed. students into the ways of writing in Education 

Studies. Students have to write three assignments in the form of essays, two in Psychology of 
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Education written in the first semester. The third essay is written in the Sociology of Education 

module in the second semester. Students also write June and November exam essays. It is stated 

in the student course pack provided that:  

Assignments have been set to help you focus on the most important aspects of the course 

at a particular point. All assignments require you to read and engage with the course and 

the readings provided… Assignments are not simply a repetition of lecture notes or of 

readings, and nor are they simply your opinion or experiences. You are required to use 

what you have learned in the course (or from a reading) to answer a specific question. A 

good assignment has a clear argument in which you substantiate your views with 

examples and make links with concepts you have learnt in the course/reading (Course 

outline and reading, 2017, p.3). 

The extract above brings to fore that some of the academic literacy practices expected to be 

performed by students during the writing are not explicitly stated. In this case, the S-C does not 

effectively mediate the CS for the students.  

7.3.2.1 The essay genre as a literacy practice 

For the first assignment participants were expected to write an essay on Piaget’s theory of 

cognitive development and the implications of the theory to teaching. Through this assignment 

students had to demonstrate their understanding of Piaget’s cognitive theory with the hope that 

they would be able to identify the basic tenets of the theory, Piaget’s stages of development and 

the implications for teaching. Assignment 2 focused on Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of 

Proximal Development (ZDP). For this assignment, students were expected to give a detailed 

description of the ZPD and show how Vygotsky’s use of the concept affects their understanding 

of the role of instruction. The second assignment was not broken down as it was done with the 

first one. Again, students were provided with a primary reading and additional readings. In 

Assignment 3 students were expected to first discuss what the term ‘sociology’ means and apply 

their own understanding. Secondly, they were to discuss Biko in relation to two key concepts of 

private and public trouble. In the course outline students are provided with the following 

guideline for writing an essay: 
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Essays are important way that you can develop and express your ideas. They also help 

you to organize scholarly materials. Essay writing is one of the most important skills you 

will require at university and in the future. When you write your essay make sure your 

work is carefully planned to develop an argument relating to your topic (Course outline, 

2017, p.8 italics in original text)  

The extract above shows how an essayist approach to writing is positioned as authoritative.   

At WURU academic writing is taught in the context of Education Studies content covered in the 

main lectures. Thus, WURU plays a vital role in ensuring that students are taught conventions 

and expectations of writing within their academic discipline (Lea & Street, 1998). The 

coordinator explained that:  

It is a new genre; it is a new type of writing and new set of practices, social practices, 

and cultural practices. You cannot write generalization, you have to back you claims up 

and all that… it is understanding, conversations with other texts… and it is all that. 

(Individual interview with the support coordinator, 2017) 

She linked the embedding with the students’ access to discourses of academic writing: 

We actually embedded reading and writing and, in this way, students get an awareness of 

the discourse requirement and writing requirement, writing an academic essay and what 

is involved. It is not just reading between the lines... you have a right to engage with that 

text, have views and look for things that are problematic and difference and compare 

things you know. It is all those important cognitive things as well. (Individual interview 

with the support coordinator, 2017) 

 

Students were provided with the assessment criteria (see Appendix 11) which served as a 

guideline as to what was expected of students in terms of writing the assignment. The following 

are some of the academic literacy demands students were expected to meet to pass the 

assignment: an argument, references, show analysis of topic sentence and summary of the 

content, show some planning and engagement with key concepts, engagement with ideas from 

multiple authors, show their conceptual understanding of the content, ability to interpret, 

comprehend key debates in the readings and be able to explain. These were taken from the 

assessment criteria (see Appendix 11). 

Overall, all students who participated in this study performed below 50% in the first assignment 

compared to the second and third assignments. As highlighted previously, this is the reason they 

were selected to participate in WURU. During the second interview, students were asked to 
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comment on their experience of writing the first assignment. Students used words and phrases 

such as “confused”, “frustrated”, “not easy”,” hectic” and “something else” to describe their 

experience. Bongani said in the excerpt below that the experience he had writing the first 

assignment made him grow: “I mean I grew up. The results of failing the first assignment made 

me grow up in terms of making decisions, who to consult…” (Second Individual interview, 

September 2017). Bongani further admitted that writing the essay was not an easy task, for 

example, how to structure an essay that has a logical, cohesive, and coherent argument with a 

clear topic sentence, supporting evidence and explanation of their argument. This is what he had 

to say: 

Well writing an essay is not an easy job that is what I have noticed. You need to have 

your concept map, your structure of your paragraph, you need to have the idea of the 

essay. You need before you embark on this essay draw a mind map…connect with each 

other and see how you can break it down. So, there is a lot when you go through”. 

(Second Individual interview, September 2017).  

 Bongani admitted that academic writing at the university is different from high school: “Writing 

here (University) is very different…Here it is academic”. (Second Individual interview, 

September 2017). Bongani continued to explain that:  

Because now I cannot think. Well, the issue of writing essays. The issue of knowing how 

exactly does an introduction have…what not to include in your introduction and the logic 

of your sentences…the structure as a whole and what else but I cannot say I mastered 

that thing although they have been presenting on how to write an essay. I feel like still 

have continue with WURU and try to understand and question what is a topic sentence to 

actually find it kuti at this time of the year compared to the first time me going to WURU 

what is the difference between me understanding the topic sentence and then the things of 

how to write an academic essay. (Second Individual interview, September 2017). 

John shared his experience and explained that he struggled writing what he called an 

“argumentative essay” saying that “at first I did not know the argumentative essay. The one that 

you write a statement and support it with the facts.” When I asked to him to elaborate further, he 

explained making a distinction commenting that: 

Let say the argumentative essay here at Wits it is different from what we used to do at 

school. … in secondary when you write an argumentative essay it is either you disagree 

with that but then here you need to agree and after agreeing you have to state some 

important points which supports your agreeing. You cannot just say I agree without 

giving evidence”. (Second Individual interview, September 2017).  
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Like John, Sizwe also expressed that he did not know how to write an argumentative essay. This 

is what he said: 

Because at first, I did not know that an argumentative essay is the one that you write a 

statement, and you support it with the facts…You know firstly when it comes to writing I 

am used to the information from Grade 12 just look at the structure but here they do not 

look at the structure. You can just write your paragraph in your own way but if the 

content is correct, they will give you the marks. So, I did not notice that (Second 

Individual interview, September 2017). 

Peer tutors’ comments corroborate students’ words. They also acknowledge that academic essays 

are challenging for students. They had this to say:  

They struggle to write because when they have to write their essays they just open their 

book and whatever comes into their mind or pops into their mind they just write. They 

cannot even explain it because they did not take time to read the whole context of what 

they are actually writing… they struggle with academic writing...Some of them can write 

and can write well but with academic writing…But I think with time they do develop 

certain skills. I think at the beginning it is always a struggle even for those one who are 

in good in writing they struggle with academic writing in the beginning. 

I second everything P said (laughs)… with the writing. It is the same once you come to 

university then you are introduced to this…academic writing. Because there is that gap 

between high school essay and academic writing…Now that jump to what you are 

supposed to do here (university) that is when you get to see cracks... Structure of the 

essay that students are struggling with. And I think…maybe they are used to learning and 

writing in one language and now they have to make the transformation and it comes with 

all these academic stuffs, the concepts, and the words the bulk of the work as well.  

I think everything S said… Students that I have worked with I noticed that there is one 

student who wrote the essay full of quotations and they did not even explain. I think the 

writing skills that they possess when they come into the programme are… They know that 

the essay has an introduction, body, and conclusion.  

Participants acknowledge that writing an academic essay is a challenge. This, as one peer tutor 

mentioned, shows that there is a mismatch between the literacy practices students possess when 

they transition into university and the university expectations in terms of academic writing. Scott 

(2017) acknowledges that first year students, particularly those in the social science discipline, 

tend to be challenged with academic writing. Thus, as discussed in chapter 1 and suggested by 

one peer tutor in the excerpt above, students must be shown what an academic essay looks like 

and what it entails.  
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There were certain aspects of the academic essay genre students struggled with, namely the 

introduction. John made the following remarks: 

The first one I did not know how to introduce the essay.  I can say the introduction. For 

Piaget, the introduction was not an introduction because I was already writing the 

body… While when it comes to the first assignment, I just said that Piaget was talking 

about this and this which is part of the body which is not necessary the introduction. 

(Second Individual interview, September 2017).  

In the same vein, Nceba also mentioned writing the introduction was difficult, saying:  

If you see my introduction, it is not good. Like, it does not have a mind map to say what 

am I going to talk about, and has a lot of, what can I say, descriptions or what. I was 

saying what who is going to do who. I did not give … what am I going to do in the 

essay… It is map here in university and in high school it is just an introduction to cover 

anything related to that topic. (Second Individual interview, September 2017). 

Dudu also had a similar experience, as she explained: “The first assignment in the introduction 

was just taking stuff and combining, trying to explain them” (Second Individual interview, 

September 2017). Sisanda had a similar challenge but she had a plan on how to write the 

introduction, though it was not effective. She said: 

The introduction. This one is very long for Piaget…I first had to do a draft on my 

scribbler using a pencil. I was writing the introduction. I did do the mind map, but it was 

not effective. So, I was just using the topic…and get stuck and go to YouTube videos and 

come back just like that… I remember B told me that I included a lot of things in my 

introduction I should not put everything that I am going to put in the body (Second 

Individual interview, September 2017). 

One peer tutor also corroborated with what students said and echoing the sentiments that students 

need to be shown how to structure an academic essay:  

The introduction they are told to start their introduction in this essay. They are told the 

introduction needs to grab the attention of the reader and all that. They end up starting 

their academic essay with the quote. You find the whole introduction is a quote. So, I just 

think they should be taught the structure of an academic essay. 

Another constraint associated with writing an academic essay that challenged students is the 

linking of ideas and the flow of the paragraphs. For instance, Sisanda said:  

Ok linking your introduction to the conclusion and the topic sentences. Because I did not 

understand them very clearly. When I say linking in my body, I say linking my story. For 
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example, I wrote about something in the first paragraph in the body after the 

introduction, so probably I said something there that might link to something I shouldn’t 

repeat things”. (Second Individual interview, September 2017). 

 

In one of her reflective journal entries Sisanda says that “connect everything together” is a 

problem in her writing:  

 

 

 

These same sentiments are shared by Bongani who also felt challenged by the idea of linking 

paragraphs and making sure that the points flow logically. He said:  

I did not know how to link them in the correct way. I did not know which one to start …I 

went through this editing trying to make the sentences link… but the most key thing I 

learnt at WURU is that your sentences must always link. Your last sentence should link 

with your first sentence of the next paragraph. (Second Individual interview, September 

2017). 

Bongani further explained how he struggled to link ideas and concepts in his assignments saying 

that: 
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I remember last time I was failing to understand ZPD and how to actually construct an 

essay based on ZPD and how to link this thing of elementary and higher order functions. 

I did not know how to link them in the correct way. To link them to psychological tools I 

did not know which one to start with … I went through this editing trying to make the 

sentences link but the most key thing I learnt at WURU is that your sentences must 

always link. Your last sentence should link with your first sentence of the paragraph. 

Then I submitted on the due date (Second Individual interview, September 2017). 

Peer tutors and the coordinator also corroborated students’ statements saying that: 

… another thing is that they do not know the coherence of the essay. They know what they 

want to write… but they are not able to write … and link their paragraph. So that is one 

skill they do not possess or have. So, they are unable to link the paragraph or even the 

sentences. (FGI with peer tutors, November 2018).  

They have the essay, but it is all over the place they are talking about this concept and 

the next one they are talking about another concept that does not even link to the 

previous one and that just make everything fall over the place and there is no flow. (FGI 

with peer tutors, November 2018). 

They are not making the connections, the purposes of different aspects. The introduction 

does this. They do not see the relationship which is another huge issue, and I do not know 

where this comes from. I do not know if I can call it… relationships and I know this is 

about. It is the essence of something. What is the main ideas, what is the core and what is 

subsidiary and peripheral. They do not see that you have got a whole lot of details, 

examples. Those are examples of something. There is a claim, an idea, a point that is 

being made and that should presumably be illustrated, and they are not seeing it and I 

think that is a huge issue and it is because these things must be signaled to them at 

school. (Individual interview with coordinator, 2017) 

Peer tutors’ comments resonate with what students had commented on about how challenging it 

is writing an academic essay was for the first time. During the focus group interview they 

acknowledged that students struggled with academic writing. One peer tutor commented as 

follows:  

 I think you know this thing of your own voice I feel like yoh it is difficult to find your own 

voice in something like in another person’s work you know so even when you are writing 

about Steve Biko how do you keep focusing on the topic when you are going on about 

how you feel and what you think you know. Like keeping it academic and still having 

your own voice coming through and I think that is also a big challenge” (FGI with peer 

tutors, November 2018). 

The data presented above shows that the relationship between the students’ conceptions of essay 

writing and academic writing was characterized by constraining contradictions which create 
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necessary incompatibilities. In other words there was a mismatch between what students new 

about essay writing and academic writing in a university (see section 7.3.2.1 for evidence). 

Archer (1995, p.233) explains that constraining contradictions give rise to the situational logic of 

ideational syncretism, which she describes as the attempt to sink differences and effect union 

between the contradictory elements involved. As shown above, how students dealt with conflict 

roles differed on depending on what each student focused. As indicated in chapter 7, students 

have the basic understanding of what an essay entails but found it difficult to write what some 

referred to as an argumentative essay. As evidence presented above suggests, students struggled 

to structure their essay in an organised and logical manner. They had a challenge structuring an 

introduction with a thesis statement, topic sentence, arguments and evidence, the summary and 

analysis of other writers’ research and a reference list. These challenging academic literacy 

demands raised by students acted as constraining factors when they had to write their 

assignment.  Lillis (2001, p.53) argues that students confusion signals the need to look into what 

she calls “institution practice of mastery” because these practices often affect students who are 

“least familiar with the conventions surrounding academic writing, limiting their participation in 

HE as currently configured”. Lillis’ comments do align with what the data presented above has 

shown, that students were unfamiliar with academic writing practices expected of them. They 

lacked “ground rules” as indicated by Lea and Stierer (2000, p.4) for academic writing in their 

subject areas. In Archerian words, the necessary incompatibilities between students and the 

university academic writing practices promote a situational logic of containment and 

compromise.  

What the discussion presented above reflects is that the situational logic that emerge from the 

combinations of SEPs and PEPs leads towards cultural and structural morphostasis in academic 

writing particularly given the South African context and the inequities that persist. This is 

because the situational logics of protection and compromise do not encourage structural or 

cultural change. 

7.3.2.2 Academic writing conventions 

As indicated in the previous section, data shows that students struggled with writing an academic 

essay genre. Part of the challenges students encountered when writing the essay genre is 
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academic writing conventions. The data presented in this section suggests that students found it 

difficult dealing with writing conventions such as referencing. In Education Studies 1 course 

outline academic writing is described as follow:   

Academic discourse is a conversation between people of different standing, with different 

perspectives, opinions, and evidence in relation to the subject being talked/written about. 

As a student you are an intelligent novice entering this conversation. Obviously, you will 

be learning a lot from the old timers in the field whose work you are reading.  

The wording in the quote above reflects the importance placed on academic discourses. These 

cultural discourses in the university’ CS are positioned as important, and students are expected to 

mediate and engage with them at S-C level. In the extract above, detailed information is provided 

to students and what is expected of them when engaging in academic writing. It is also 

interesting how students are positioned in the text as a “novice” which reduces them to primary 

agents who in this case cannot challenge the norm. Students are encouraged to engage with the 

discourses because they are valued, and the importance of acknowledging other people’s work. 

What is also noteworthy is that students are explicitly told to use other people’s ideas because it 

is “desirable” and also bring out their own voice without explaining to them how to do so.  

All students in this study cited writing conventions, particularly referencing, as a challenge. For 

example, Sisanda said:  

I could not reference. I was just doing my own thing in terms of referencing. I did not use 

the APA reference book. The copy that was given to us because I just did not know if it 

was effective for me. So, I did not think of using it. (Individual second interview, 

September 2018).  

Sisanda’s comment shows that she did not engage with the CS of academic writing but rather 

chose to rely on her own reflexivity and prior experience. Dudu made similar comments 

regarding referencing. She acknowledged that she did not know anything about referencing and 

why she had to do it:  

I did not know what referencing was. I did not know what it meant, what is expected of 

me. Like I did not even understand why we need to reference. Like they tell you must 

reference in order not to plagiarize. But the thing is, what if I thought of it first so now, I 

am supposed to say my idea is someone else’s idea. I could not understand that. It was 
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very confusing for me. I did not understand the whole referencing thing. So, after I 

realized you just have to show that you did read and that somebody agrees with you what 

you, what you think is right. And I started having a different view about referencing. 

Writing essays, I used to all the time, but acknowledging the author of something, that 

was very new. (Individual second interview, September 2018)  

Dudu’s comments show her deeper understanding of the logic and value of the CS. In her 

reflection, she is aware of her position as a primary agent and acknowledges her shortcomings 

when it comes to referencing. John echoed the same views explaining how he struggled with in 

text referencing during the focus group interview. He commented as follow: 

 For the first assignment when I was referencing, I made a mistake with what I was 

doing. I was including the surname of the person and the initials and I should not include 

the initials. And the other things that… even if I was paraphrasing, I was including the 

page number and I should not include the page number when I am paraphrasing the page 

number are included when you are quoting. (individual second interview, September 

2018).  

In case of John, his concerns lie around the rules and conventions required when writing an 

academic essay and thus ignores the CS in the process. During the interview, Sizwe expressed 

his confusion stemming from different information he was getting from different people. Like 

Dudu, Sizwe’s comments show that he was trying to understand the logic of CS.  Similarly, 

Nceba also shared similar views about referencing and explained: “I was so lost…. Piaget I could 

not reference it was so messed up with my assignment they were like this is not how you 

reference”. 

Peer tutors, too, mentioned that students struggled with referencing. One peer tutor provided the 

following explanation of why she thought students struggled with referencing:  

“…the second one is referencing because…I don’t know why they always come back to 

ask. Like when they say reference. Now my whole essay is reference and I do not 

understand what they are writing, and they are being honest if I am going to do this quote 

and I do not understand what I am reading what I am going to end up doing is quoting 

and quoting just for me to write an essay you know.  (FGI with peer tutors, November 

2017). 

Another peer tutor also corroborated what their colleague had said about referencing being a 

challenge to students saying that: 
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… and then something I see every time I do not know why it is referencing. It is part of 

your assignment, but it is also a small part. Just those few references can throw them off 

track and they focus on that and forget the content. I know it is important to get it right, 

but it is something they are struggling with. The little APA booklet is not working. (FGI 

with peer tutors, November 2017). 

This peer tutor is also in agreement with her colleagues and explains that students find 

referencing a problem: 

The problem is also about referencing. They sometimes put a page number and other 

times they are told not to put a page number, so I think what they are told with regards to 

reference contradicts. they do not know in which context to apply which strategy. (FGI 

with peer tutors, November 2017). 

The two comments provided by peer tutors above show how students have partial grasp of the 

CS and thus tend to give priority and importance to some things that are minor. Peer tutors also 

mention something that is interesting which is that students tend to have contradicting 

information about referencing and this makes it problematic for them. Another reason associated 

with referencing is the complexity of the rules governing the practice. Peer tutors’ and students’ 

comments resonate with Archer’s (2008, p.220) views. She explains that “the use and correct 

citation of references is also something students learn at university and often battle with at the 

beginning”. Archer. A (2008, p.216) further explains that often the student’s problem with 

referencing “masks larger and more problematic academic discourse such as ‘point of view’ and 

‘strong argument that is clearly referenced’.” 

7.4 Agential conditioning of students at T1 before WURU 

As discussed in  4, Archer views agency as the capacity human beings use to exert influence over 

the structural and cultural contexts they find themselves in. Agency according to Archer is 

shaped by agents’ social roles or the positions they hold and their ability to activate their PEPs in 

those situations but are not wholly determined by them. Thus, while structures dictate the 

conditions in which people live and work, agency “provides the effective causes for what 

happens in society – only human beings can act” (Danermark et al., 2002, p.12). Students as 

agents found themselves in a situation that conditioned the way they acted and responded to this 

situation, yet because they are first years, and because of the various conditions shaping their 

experiences as discussed in chapters 6 and 7 and in the previous section, they might not be able 
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to exert some influence over the institutional structural and cultural context as we will see in this 

section.  

In this section, I explore the ways in which the student participants chose to respond to the 

structural and cultural conditions they encountered when they engaged in their first academic 

writing. Data for this section comes from the second individual interviews with students, the 

focus group interviews and their reflective journals. My analysis of the interview data indicates 

that the students used their agency in response to the structural and cultural conditions they 

encountered as they prepared for the assignment. The situations shaping students’ options as they 

attempted the assignments were complex, with crisscrossing elements of the structural and 

cultural constraints. I will take Sisanda as an illustration. She said: 

This one I did not read Piaget’s theory because I did not have enough time. I was a little 

bit behind in terms of reading. So, when I had to write my assignment most of the time, I 

was using YouTube videos... I was using them for examples to write because they told us 

you need to write more examples of our own…I did not read the articles. I was going to 

YouTube. (Second Individual interview with Students, October 2017). 

As indicated in chapter 6, students are provided with primary readings and a list of extra readings 

at the beginning of the year for semester 1. For Sisanda, despite having the readings on time, she 

failed to read because, as she explained, she ran out of time. When I asked her why she ran out of 

time despite receiving the readings in the first week of semester 1, she said:  

I remember I was still travelling from home. With traffic in the morning and afternoon it 

is one hour going and coming. I was still waiting for FUNDZA to reply until March, so I 

wrote this one (assignment 1) while still at home. (Second Individual interview with 

Students, October 2017). 

The structural constraints of financial difficulties and funding delays and the home commute 

reduced Sisanda’s ability to devote time to her work. Sisanda also mentioned that the Education 

Studies 1 course had not set up tutorials yet, which affected her preparation for the assignment. 

These circumstances, though they conditioned Sisanda’s agency, did not dictate the way she 

responded. When I asked Sisanda if she thought about seeking help from the Writing Centre, she 

responded: 

I did not seek help because at the time I was still nervous. It is first block, right? You do 

not really know a lot of people and you don’t trust if they can help you so you can’t just 
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go to someone and say can you please help, and we didn’t have tutors for education, so I 

had to work on my own and rely on YouTube Video (FGI with students, 2017) 

Sisanda chose to respond by using YouTube videos. This decision shows the activation of her 

PEPs in response to the constraints of her situation which were beyond her control. Sisanda’s 

comments reflect the role she occupies as a first-year student, who has just entered the university 

system and has not yet made meaningful connections with powerful structures or people. Her 

description of being “nervous” and “not knowing a lot of people” to ask for assistance reveal her 

fragmented reflexivity about her situation. Nceba had similar experiences and chose not to seek 

official help for the first assignment. This is what she said:  

N: I think it is the same thing like her (points at Sisanda). I also did not seek help, but I 

have someone, she is my peer buddy, she is doing her third year, so I did ask her to help 

and then she did not help me that much …  

R: Did you know there was the Writing Centre? 

N: No, I did not know about the Writing Centre. I heard from my friends after we had 

submitted the assignment that they went to the Writing Centre and I was like, oh there is 

a Writing Centre and I asked them what is happening there. And they told me you bring 

your assignment and then they look through it and they give you some ideas. So, I did not 

know. (Student Focus group interview, 2017) 

What is notable from Nceba’s narrative is that, like Sisanda, she accessed sources of help or 

support outside of the academic support systems offered by the University of the Witwatersrand, 

asking what she refers to as a peer buddy for assistance. Her defence for not consulting with the 

Writing Centre was that she was not aware of its existence. Like Sisanda, Nceba, managed to 

exert her agency, albeit not very successfully. Other students did know about the Writing Centre 

but made different decisions whether to use it or not. John had a different experience to the 

previous two participants. He took advantage of the Writing Centre for the first assignment. John 

explained in the second individual interview that “…I went to consult at the Writing 

Centre…During orientation they came and presented so I went there” (Student second 

individual interview, 2017). During orientation week for first years, different departments within 

the school are invited to present to students as a way of making them aware of the available 

services. When I asked John if consulting helped, his response was, “Yes, I can say because if it 

were not for that I would say I would not have done it the way I did it” (Student Focus group 

interview, 2017). John’s decision to consult with the Writing Centre was thus a real act of 
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agency, a decision to take advantage of the available support. In contrast, Sizwe chose to rely on 

his prior knowledge. Although he was aware that there is a Writing Centre, he chose not to go 

because, as he explained, he took it for granted that he could cope on his own:  

On my side with the assignment of Piaget I did not seek for any help. I was just trying to 

use my prior knowledge from high school, like ok, how do you write an essay 

introduction, body, and conclusion. But you have to make some links and relate it to 

education context, all these things I did not know. But I did know there is a Writing 

Centre, but I took it for granted that… I will just do this thing. And then comes to 

referencing I was a little bit confused because Mr. B told us that for referencing, you 

have to do this and this and follow the APA, at the same he said do not do this while this 

is in APA. So, it was a little bit confusing…But when I check my assignments to make 

connections I was really struggling. And I did not seek any help and I just did it and 

submit (FGI with students, 2017).  

Sizwe’s decision to use knowledge from high school reflects his autonomous reflexivity.  As 

highlighted in chapter 7, the students all indicated that they were taught how to write essays in 

high school, and thus it is understandable that Sizwe would choose to draw on that experience. 

He also used YouTube videos as a way of responding to his situation. His comments show 

reliance on out-of-school literacies ( see section 7.3.1) What also constrained Sizwe was the lack 

of understanding between school and academic literacies. Such constraining ignorance was 

shared by other students such as Dudu who also felt confident in herself and believed she could 

manage the situation. This is what she said:   

“You know when you are from high school you think you have got it covered. So, I 

thought it is nothing I will be able to do it. Plus, I had the books and course packs and I 

thought no I have got this. But… I was very confused”.  

Dudu continues revealing how the very effectiveness of her conditioning as an agent at high 

school constrained her when she arrived at university:    

Like I had my notes which I got from the lecture slides and then I had the reading that 

was given. I was just taking from the notes and readings and just putting it there. I did 

not know even how to reference; I did not know if what I am writing is correct or not. I 

just tried to combine and make sense. As long as the sentence were making sense, I was 

good with it. Especially when it comes to a part where, the application of Piaget’s theory 

in education. When it comes to that part, I was very confused because Piaget’s theory is 

about children of young age, infants so I was confused about how the knowledge is 

provided about the infants and how they have reflexes and what not have anything to do 

with school. I could not answer that question and that is why I was not surprised when I 
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failed. Honestly when I was doing this assignment, I was very confused (second 

Individual interview with Students, October 2017)  

She expresses in the interview how confused she was about the application part of the question 

which is an academic literacy issue in itself. However, this experience did not deter Dudu 

because she managed to exercise her agency by forming a study group with a group of her 

friends. This is what Dudu had to say: “I had a group of friends we always meet on Tuesday at 

the library, and we go through the readings” (Second Individual interview with Students, 

October 2017). In Archerian language, Dudu and her friends in this case showed cooperate 

agency (see section 4.6 for more details on this). 

Archer (2000) argues that “human beings have the powers of critical reflection upon their social 

context and of creatively redesigning their social environment, its institutional or ideational 

configurations, or both” (2000, p.308). This is reflected in the case of the three students 

presented above who decided to use different strategies to respond to their situation. The 

comments above also indicate students took on different reflexivity modes. For example, Dudu 

exhibited communicative reflexivity whereas John and Sizwe were more autonomous (see 

section 4.7 for details).  

Bongani stood out from the others, however, in terms of agency. Like Dudu and Sizwe, he also 

made a choice to use his high school experience but did not stop there. He explained in the 

excerpt below that he sought help actively, despite his confidence. He travelled from the 

Education campus to the main campus to visit the central Writing Centre to find out what support 

was available. He said: 

Well, approaching the first assignment aah the first assignment was something else! I 

thought I got it because I was still confident about me coming to varsity with the marks from 

high school. I even started early...I went to the Writing Centre and met with P…and I found 

another tutor E … who I felt, like, she was helpful and…We went through the assignment 

with P and E …I went for extra readings suggested by P. I went to the library to check. I 

remember there was this Mwamwenda book and some other book I got and tried to go 

through them with the combination of my primary readings from the course pack. I combined 

these things and tried to formulate some understanding. I went to the Writing Centre several 

times for the structure topic sentences because they were new to me how to structure a 

paragraph …Then they helped me with the topic sentence, evidence, examples, sort of a 

background. I got that kind of help. Come submission date I submitted, with the hope that I 
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went through a lot with this assignment, so am expecting a very good mark. (Second 

Individual interview with Students, October 2017). 

Out of all the seven student participants, Bongani alone sought help in a way that showed a 

mixture of reflexivity from autonomous to communicative reflexivity. Bongani can be viewed as 

a social actor because of his ability to exercise agency within his social role as a first-year 

student. His words in the focus group interview revealed various conditioning factors that 

enabled him to achieve this:  

Well, me, I am very adventurous… Getting into this campus I went to the Writing Center 

to introduce myself and I found P even prior to the assignment of Piaget … I was busy 

consulting, but I was confused from the transition of high school to the university 

academic domain… I got too confused, to such an extent that I did not know what was 

happening. Now I am having my prior knowledge, but they are contradicting myself at 

some point. I found myself not knowing what to write exactly…I was even introduced to 

this thing of referencing; I think I mastered that part since from engaging with P. But 

then issue was actually how to tackle these essays! I can say I started to know that 

now…I am not sure if I know it now, they are still troubling these things. (Second 

Individual interview with Students, October 2017). 

Bongani clearly bends towards communicative reflexivity as he says he is “adventurous” and 

seems to prefer talking about problems in order to find solutions. He was also able to recognise 

agential conditioning as constraint. For example, in the excerpt above, Bongani talks about his 

“prior knowledge” from school contradicting with what was required at university. He is also 

aware of his current level of expertise with academic literacies, which present an ongoing 

position of constraint. Bongani’s closing words show he is aware that he has a lot to learn about 

academic writing.  

The data presented above indicates that, despite encountering structural and cultural conditioning 

that constrained them, students were able to activate their personal emergent powers (PEPs). As 

primary agents, students were able to respond to situations considered not to be of their own 

making, i.e. following university rules and practices about academic writing. The actions 

students took in pursuing their personal projects were more successful than others as evidence 

above has shown. For example, the evidence showed some students deciding to consult with the 

Writing Centre, forming a study group, or having a peer buddy and choosing to use YouTube 

videos to pursue their personal project which was to pass the assignment. Student comments also 

reflect what Archer explains that “the kind of agents that they start out being, without any choice, 
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due to parentage and social context, profoundly influences what type of actor they can choose to 

become” and that “certain opportunities and information are open to the privileged and closed to 

the non-privileged” but that “options are not determined but the opportunity costs of attaining 

them are stacked very differently for the two groups” (Archer, 2000, p.285). This certainly holds 

true for students in this study. Being first year students, they were in some way limited by this 

position because it is a new environment with its own practices different from what they know. It 

is therefore not surprising that some use their agentic powers to seek help for their first 

assignment.  

7.5 Summary of the chapter 

In this chapter, I provided a contextual profile of WURU situating it in the broad context of the 

university. The chapter focused on the reason for establishing WURU with the intention of 

foregrounding the structural and cultural conditions at T1 that created enabling and constraining 

factors that conditioned students. The next chapter present the results of the T2-T3 stage, in 

which the aspects of structure and culture that were activated become apparent. A discussion of 

how culture and structure shaped the situations for students as agents in this study is then 

detailed in the chapter.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: T2 – T3: SOCIO-CULTURAL INTERACTION 

DURING WURU: PERSPECTIVES OF STUDENTS AND PEER TUTORS 

8.1 Introduction 

Chapters 6 and 7 served as a backdrop to the current chapter and chapter nine, which set out 

participants’ perspectives and experiences of the structural and cultural conditions they 

encountered within WURU. Chapter 6 briefly introduced students’ backgrounds as well as their 

prior literacy practices accounting for their primary agency. Chapter 7 described the conditioning 

context (T1) in which students found themselves but are not of their own making that shaped 

students’ development of academic literacy practices. In this chapter, I present data on student 

participants’ experiences of WURU from their perspective. In continuation of my morphogenetic 

analysis, this chapter presents the socio-cultural interaction stage (T2-T3) as described by 

Margaret Archer (1995, 2000) (see chapter 4 for more details). The chapter draws on the in-

depth individual and focus group interviews I conducted with students and peer tutors, as well as 

the students’ assignment essays, and their reflective journals to supplement/support what 

students said in the interviews. This also serves as a form of triangulation. This chapter responds 

to the following research sub question:    

1. What and how do structural and cultural conditions in WURU shape students’ 

academic literacy practices?  

2. What shifts, resistances and affordances are expressed in students’ academic literacy 

practices during the academic literacy support programme?  

Below is the diagrammatic representation indicating what will be covered in the chapter. The 

social integration has been covered in 6. 
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T2 – T3: SOCIO-CULTURAL INTERACTION DURING WURU 

Socio-cultural integration 

• Making cultural system of academic literacy visible 

• Breaking down of assignment questions, concepts, terms/ practices, and task words 

• Making the academic writing conventions visible 

• Rendering structure visible: multimodally in teaching and learning materials  

• Increasing the range of interactions 

• Group work 

• The role of peer tutors 

•  

T4: ELABORATION AND/OR REPRODUCTION 

Personal emergent properties:  

 Intellectual enjoyment 

 Confidence 

 Friendship and belonging 

 Mastery of language of academic literacy 

Morphogenesis of agency: 

• Growth of reflexivity 

• Corporate agency 

• Students as actors 

Elaboration or reproduction: 

• Elaboration of students’ academic literacy and PEPs 

• Reproduction of SS and CS of the university 

 

  

 

Chapter 8 

 Chapter 9 

Figure 6: Structure of morphogenetic cycle discussed in 

chapters 8 and 9 
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8.2 Socio-cultural interaction (T2-T3)  

In chapters 6, and 7 I laid out the structural and cultural conditions students encountered and 

interacted with as they participated in WURU. This section discusses the social-cultural 

interaction stage indicating where the SS and CS position themselves as emergent properties to 

shape agents’ choices. In my discussion of the S-C that occurred during WURU sessions, I will 

focus on specific academic literacy practices that appear in the data particularly salient 

emergence powerful CS that defines the academic literacy practices. This section, therefore, 

focuses on how students and peer tutors engaged with the CEPs and inequalities of the varied SS 

that shapes South African society, the university and WURU as the microcosm of this that 

emerge as SEPs.   

8.2.1 Making the CS of academic literacies visible 

8.2.1.1 Breaking down of assignment questions, concepts, terms/practices, and task words 

As discussed in the in section 7.3.2, academic writing acted as constraint for students. One of the 

challenges students encountered when writing the first assignment was understanding the 

question and key concepts. Students and peer tutors alike acknowledged that the process of 

breaking down the assignment questions and highlighting the academic literacy demands, the 

task words and key concepts of the assignment enabled students to understand what was 

expected of them. In one of his reflective journal entries Bongani described how he and his 

group members were “scaffolded” into writing. Bongani’s comments resonate with Dison and 

Mendelowitz’s (2017, p.196) view of peer tutors that they “have more social and cultural capital 

than the students that they support”. With this social capital, they can mediate and make the CS 

of academic literacy explicit for the students. In the interview, I asked Bongani to elaborate on 

what he wrote in his reflective journal, and he said, “My tutor tells us how to tackle the question 

in a way that they (lecturers) want it and we do very well in the assignment” (Second individual 

interview, October 2017). Like Bongani, Dudu also credited WURU for helping her understand 

the task words and what they mean which helped her understand the assignment question. She 

said: 

In this essay you were supposed to discuss, and you were not discussing. You were giving 

irrelevant information. When they say discuss you are supposed to do this and this. So, 
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they went through step by step. They took the whole question and broke it down and made 

you understand what is meant to describe, add details in it so that you can get the correct 

details. (Second individual interview, October 2017). 

Dudu and Thando shared similar sentiments highlighting that one of the things WURU did for 

them. They said: 

Like they told us what to do. Like how to approach the question. What is expected of you 

when they say describe? How to in text reference and how to reference the whole 

assignment. They made it very clear during our sessions and that is why it was easy to 

approach this question. (FGI with students October 2018).  

[At]WURU…they were able to break down the instructions…So that they make sense, 

which I did not… understand and which was something I did not focus on the first 

assignment, because in the first assignment I did not care about the question. But at 

WURU they told us you cannot attempt to write the essay without understanding what the 

question is asking of you. So, they made sure they breakdown the question and made sure 

we understand what is required of us. (FGI with students October 2018). 

Similarly, Sisanda also shared that in WURU they dwelt on the assignment question breaking it 

down for them. She said:  

Okay the question we dwelt on the question of the essay. Breaking it down explaining 

what each part what they want from us. Like for example if they say public issues and 

personal troubles. In our WURU session we would define it in our own terms with B. Not 

for the essay but helping to write the essay. So that we would read it out and ask what 

you think of that answer. Do you think that guy is correct? Zaaiman and Stewart and 

dealing with it like that. (FGI with students October 2018). 

Sisanda’s comment above reveals that they also had the chance to be reflexive about the 

discourses and talking about them inwardly on their own terms. 

During my observation (2017), I observed peer tutors go through the second assignment with 

students. Peer tutors would ask students to share what they understood about the question, the 

task demands and what they thought was most challenging about the essay. In this case the peer 

tutors unpacked the assignment question and academic literacy demands and went through the 

task words, making the logic of the CS visible to students. Peer tutors in this case are considered 

to have “enough insider knowledge” to ‘unpack’ and ‘break down’ key concepts and facilitate 

discussion with students. Below are some of the comments from peer tutors: 
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For me it would be the breaking down of the essay topic because many students including 

those that do not come to WURU struggle when they do not understand the question. 

They do not understand that one question can have different elements. So, they sometimes 

think that they only have to answer one part of the question and not cater for the other 

which makes it difficult for them sometimes and that is why they make poor results in 

most cases. (FGI with peer tutors, November 2017).    

For me one of the first thing I taught my students is how to unpack a question. That is 

something that is very much they struggle with. A lot of time it is one question but within 

that question there is five questions and they just see all these words and get 

overwhelmed. One of the things that I taught them is to break it down. (FGI with peer 

tutors, November 2017). 

Another peer tutor equated WURU to an “assignment help desk” saying, “it is also almost like 

an assignment… help desk. You see we unpack the assignment and also looking at the lecture 

what are they learning in the lecture, so it is almost a slight extension to tutorials”. (FGI with 

peer tutors, November 2017). The coordinator of the programme also spoke about the 

importance of unpacking of the topic saying that, “I make sure that every essay in education 

studies we help students unpack the topic and run some workshops and took note of the core of 

the whole thing whatever it was and those worked so wel”.l (Individual interview with 

Coordinator, 2017). 

Some of the peer tutors comments show that students are ignorant of the CS that shapes 

academic literacy and, thus, by unpacking the assignment question and concepts, WURU makes 

the CS visible to students enabling them to engage with it. The role of peer tutors, as evidence 

suggests, is central in the S-C interaction because they mediate the academic literacies of the CS 

for the students. In the process the S-C interaction is where the peer tutors induct and socialise 

students into the academic literacy practices and discourses. This process afforded students the 

opportunity to engage with the CS purposefully which helps them to further their personal 

projects.  

Making the logic of CS visible to students was also extended to unpacking of the key concepts. 

Dudu explained that during WURU sessions they discussed key concepts that were part of the 

assignment. She said:   

I think this one (second assignment) it was very nice because we had a tutorial, and our 

tutor was very detailed…and explained the concepts. We had other concepts to support 

the sociological imagination and then we discussed them in class and got our definitions. 
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I had a clear picture. Whatever the question I was going to be able to answer because I 

understood the concept from the tutorial. (Second individual interview with students 

2017). 

Dudu’s comments above show her development of PEPs associated with enthusiasm when she 

was writing the second assignment because concepts were explained and questions unpacked. 

Dudu reflectively explained that the discussion they had about the assignment helped her to gain 

confidence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dudu’s reflection also shows the power of corporate agency. Through discussions, participants 

became more like corporate agents (Archer, 1995; 2000) because they came together as a 

collective group with similar goals to achieve. This corporate agency benefits both the individual 

students and the collective and in so doing helps them to achieve what he/ she would not do 

alone as Dudu reflects above. In the focus group interview, Dudu elaborated on how WURU 

helped them understand concepts and this is what she had to say:  

With WURU they always told us to break things down. For sociology they told us you 

need to understand the key concepts that builds up sociology so we would go through the 

concept and try make out what they mean one by one and then you combine the concept 

and try to make sense of the whole concept. So, you use the sub concept to try and make 

sense of the big concept or main concept…For example, like sociology you would have a 



186 

 

definition of what sociology is which is the study of human behaviour and okay what 

exactly about the human behaviour and that is when we introduce the personal and 

public problems and ok what about the personal and public trouble. How do you know 

this is a personal and how do you know this is a public trouble? And then from the 

concepts they are eventually going to build up to the big concept which was sociological 

imagination. (FGI with students October 2017).  

Similarly, Thando and Nceba also mentioned that the breaking down of concepts helped to make 

sense of what is required and how to tackle assignments. They said: 

Ok like the idea of breaking down concepts … before attempting to answer and when you 

are about to study you break down the big concept because sometimes the big words are 

difficult to understand. So, when you break it down find the sub concepts and work with 

sub concept in order to make sense of the concept so that strategy I loved. I am applying 

it in other modules, and it works. (FGI with students October 2017). 

Okay I think it is the discussions that we had during the sessions whereby we were 

defining the concepts whereby we discuss the values and norms together giving different 

definitions that is how I got more definitions and different understanding. (FGI with 

students October 2017).  

In his reflective journal, John had also written about how the discussion and break down of the 

concepts helped him understand the key concepts (see below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The coordinator also corroborated with what students and peer tutors had said:   

So, they come… because we are unpacking the topic with them, explaining what the 

concepts are. So, it is completely relevant. So, they buy it. That is why those students in 

WURU come regularly because they can see the benefits because we are always working 
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with literacy of the task you know…Working with them on their tasks. (Individual 

interview with coordinator, November 2017)  

In Margaret Archer’s terms what the students, peer tutors and coordinator discuss in the quotes 

above shows that WURU training fits with students’ personal projects (of passing), so they 

engage with it. The data suggests that students “find it difficult to discern the different discipline-

specific codes or conventions, especially if they have not been exposed to the implicit rules of 

mainstream, powerful cultures such as may be found in academe” (Van Schalkwyk 2010, p.205). 

Thus, when peer tutors break down assignment questions, topics covered in the lectures, tasks 

words and key concepts, they are making the implicit elements of the CS governing the academic 

literacy practices and academic discourses in Education Studies 1 explicit for students, allowing 

them to engage with them. The deconstruction and reconstruction as indicated by students and 

peer tutors proved to be helpful in enabling them to “crack the academic discourse’’ (Dison and 

Mendelowitz, 2017, p.198). The value of making the CS explicit through task analysis as 

illustrated by all participants helps students to see the ‘big picture’ (Dison and Mendelowitz, 

2017).  In other words, as students work with the elements of CS, they become more aware of 

them and hence are able to manipulate them with their agency.  

Further, students’ utterances as shown above echo Archer. A.’s (2008) views on the importance 

of task analysis and how it helps students “see the bigger picture” of what is expected of them 

and what needs to be done. Task analysis affords students the opportunity to think “about why 

the course and discipline frame particular essay questions, and what those questions say about 

the knowledge practices that discipline values” (Archer, A. 2008, p.217). Dison and Moore 

(2019, p.6) explain that dialogue as mode of delivery “not only facilitates critical engagement 

with writing and language norms but allows students to become active participants in the 

construction and deconstruction of texts, as well as giving them more of a voice as they become 

part of the disciplinary community”. When students engage in the discussion of the assignment 

questions, task words and concepts, they are building corporate agency because they work 

collaboratively. This is in alignment with Oluwole et al.’s (2018) explanation that “writing is 

understood to be a social practice emerging in part from the cultural norms and values of the 

discipline and acquired through opportunities to engage in such practices in scaffolded ways 

where feedback is supportive and collegial”. In other words, students are provided a platform on 

which they engage in reading and writing activities as explained above and in the process 
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“prepare them for the assignment requirements” (Kadenge, Dison, Kimani & Namakula, 2019, 

p.177).  

8.2.1.2 Making the academic writing conventions visible 

In making the CS explicit for students, this section highlights the role WURU played in enabling 

students to understand the writing conventions. As discussed in section 7.3.2 students and peer 

tutors mentioned that students struggle with academic writing conventions, particularly 

referencing. Students credited WURU for helping them learn how to reference when they were 

writing the second and third assignment. Sisanda said, “The second one was better because they 

helped us with…mostly referencing because I didn’t know anything about referencing”. (Second 

individual interview, October 2017). Bongani also shared similar sentiments saying that, “…I 

was saying to some degree it was helpful because I was even introduced to this thing of 

referencing, I think I mastered that part…”. Thando also noted that they were shown how to 

reference when they attended WURU and this is what she had to say: “We were shown how to 

reference most of us didn’t know how to reference” (Second individual interview, October 

2017). Thando also reiterated the same sentiments as the previous participants saying: 

For me it taught me how to reference because I just did not know anything about 

referencing, I was so lost and then ok… asked us what is it that you do not know that you 

are struggling with in writing an essay and then main thing was referencing for all of us. 

Piaget we could not reference it was so messed up with my assignment they were like this 

is not how you reference so yah she advised us to go buy the R15 booklet APA library or 

get the copy online from Sakai. So, on the reference part WURU session helped me on 

that part”. (FGI with students, November 2017).    

Dudu also commented that she learnt referencing when participating in WURU and this is what 

she said: “No, it was done in WURU. Like they told us what to do…How to in-text reference and 

how to reference the whole assignment” (Second individual interview, October 2017).  

John’s journal entry (below) also shows that he was happy to learn about referencing. He also 

goes on to show that he was happy not to receive comments about referencing his assignment.  
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In the excerpt above, John is developing feedback literacy, and also becoming aware of how to 

use referencing. Again, as noted in the previous section, by making the writing convention clear, 

the logic of CS is made explicit, enabling students to become aware of them and also work with 

them in their assignments. In addition, this also shows that at the CS level writing conventions 

are valued and thus promoted. The data presented show how in WURU the CS is made explicit 

for students affording them the opportunity to resolve any contradiction so that they can be 

incorporated into the Education Studies’ SS and CS. 

8.2.1.3 The role of teaching and learning materials  

Data suggest that the use of  teaching and learning materials made  structures visible for students 

These played a significant role in enabling students engage in academic literacy practices and 

Education Studies 1 discourses. Dudu commented that:  

The use of worksheets was very good because when you write your essay and relate it to 

the worksheet they gave us it makes things very easy. Because we would go through the 

question together in our WURU group. The part where it says describe we describe 

together, the part where it says explains they would tell us what to explain and how to 

explain it. I think that pamphlet the WURU came up with was very useful. (Second 

individual interview, October 2017). 

In the same interview, John also mentioned the benefits of worksheets in structuring the essay. 

He said, “There was a worksheet about topic sentence and all those things. It is helpful in terms 

because it forms the structure of the essay” (Second individual interview, October 2017). 

Similarly, Bongani also commented about how the access to resources had enabled him to write 

his assignment: 

They gave us these pamphlets and it sort of talks about how to structure an argument 

essay. To start with this and then counterattack with this. They have been very helpful. 
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Well, yah as much as we can criticize WURU it is helping us yah like for instance the 

resources they are giving us…they are very helpful how to structure…how to have some 

linking words... how to link, how to have conjunction words, how to have good 

paragraph and create something that is flowing, how to create a good introduction, how 

to create a good body and conclusion and how to create an argument essay and how to 

create a discursive and factual essay and all these things I can say WURU helped with 

these things. (Second individual interview, October 2017).   

Bongani made similar remarks during the focus group interview saying that: 

They gave me some pamphlets which actually shows how to actually make an argument, 

how to link, what to link things, what to include in your introduction, what to include in 

your conclusion and how to actually use some phrases there and alternate synonyms to 

add into your essay to be sort of an academic essay and then well I can say it was helpful. 

Because I see the improvement from my first assignment to my second assignment. (FGI 

interview with students, 2017). 

  

In the same interview, Sizwe also said, “They gave us a page that had linking words like 

however, differences words, the similarity because I had never used that in my essay. So, I was 

able to use all those that helped me link my essay” (Second individual interview, October 2017). 

 

As mediators of the CS for the students, peer tutors also acknowledged that the teaching 

materials used during WURU sessions enabled students with their writing. One peer tutor 

explained that, “the worksheets … have been very helpful for them (students) just in terms of 

understanding the paragraph structure and understanding the questions and stuff”.  (FGI with 

peer tutors, 2017). Other peer tutors also indicated that the way the materials were designed 

enabled students to engage with them: 

I think the way in which the materials are actually written out it is easy for you to… 

follow through. They are very easy to work with and I think the students themselves also 

find them very helpful just as a guideline in terms of their writing. Also, the fact that 

…the materials focus on Education Studies. (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

 

So, there were WURU worksheets that we gave to students to show how to structure the 

introduction. So, I feel like the worksheets they gave to students helped them with how to 

structure the essay or even their grammar because there was one that showed them which 

words to use and how to start a sentence, how they could link that sentence with another 

sentence. I feel like that one worksheet was very helpful. (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 
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The other worksheets were based on Education Studies 1 concepts. It explained concepts 

in education…that one worksheet was written paragraph structure. It was structured 

around the assignment. The other worksheet focused on the education content and they 

had to quote and put that in their own words. That was helping them to put what was said 

by their academic writers into their own words. But the worksheet that I am talking about 

is the one that helped them to structure their paragraphs and their introductions to their 

essays. (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

 

The worksheets! those are also helpful because they can also refer to that. 

I remember there was one exercise in a booklet about vocabulary, frontier words, words 

that you know and what are frontier words…that helped them…  (FGI with peer tutors, 

2017). 

As aforementioned, the materials are used to mediate the CS for the students and the process 

making the logic of CS explicit. The use of the materials such as worksheets helped in rendering 

the structures visible for students making it easier for them, for example, enabling them to 

understand how to structure an essay and what goes into each component of the essay.  

8.2.2 Increasing the range of S-C interactions 

This section focuses on the increase in range of S-C interactions created by WURU to provide 

greater opportunities for students to be reflexive and engage with the CS of the academic 

literacies and of Education Studies discourses.  

8.2.2.1 Group work 

As discussed in chapter 7, the mode of mediation employed in WURU was through group work. 

Students indicated that being in a group setting discussing and sharing ideas with each other 

enabled them to engage critically with the essay questions and key concepts. This afforded them 

the opportunity to share ideas with other group members and also contribute towards the 

discussion. Nceba said:    

Okay I think it is the discussions that we had during the sessions whereby we were 

defining the concepts whereby we discuss the values and norms together, giving different 

definitions. That is how I got more definitions and different understanding. (FGI with 

students October 2018)  

Dudu also commented about the value of being in a group saying, “Because we would go 

through the question together in our WURU group. The part where it says describe we describe 
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together, the part where it says explains they would tell us what to explain and how to explain it. 

(FGI with students October 2017). Dudu also wrote in her reflective journal entry (below) that 

participating in WURU group discussions made her realise she had something to contribute and 

felt motivated.  

 

 

 

 

What is also reflected in Dudu’s journal excerpt above, is how the group setting offers students 

an opportunity to share ideas and contribute towards knowledge and in the process, she is 

developing corporate agency. In addition, her reflection also shows that she is becoming 

comfortable with the role of being a student and in the process embodying the role of a social 

actor. Hence this set-up empowers students to use their reflexivity but also enables them to 

become corporate agents. Nceba also made a similar comment about being in a group setting. 

This is what they said:  

Also, being in groups in WURU was good because the last time they were discussing 

things you were not aware of them. So, when someone else shares their views and you are 

combining them with yours you get a better understanding based on what someone else 

has said. So, in so many ways we are building each other through what we understand so 

we are sharing what we know and making something better out of our opinions (FGI with 

students October 2018).  

Again, Sisanda’s comment signals the development of corporate agency as students work 

together towards a common goal. Sisanda wrote in her reflective journal about how WURU 

session made her realise that group discussions work.  
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Like Dudu, Nceba’s comment below shows that being in a group setting enabled her to become a 

social actor.  (1995, p. 255) argues that when agents find roles they feel they can invest 

themselves in, like Nceba describes below, they become social actors, and this leads to triple 

morphogenesis. By working collectively through corporate agency, individual actors will stand 

out and assume social roles as a result of their interests. 

So being part of WURU has been very helpful. You get to know different people and you 

get know your peers and you know which people you are working with, and who can help 

you. You are able to associate yourself with group discussions whereby you get ideas 

from different people and it benefits (laughs) obviously. I do not want to say I am 

different but WURU has made me a different person because I do not read like other 

people who do not attend WURU.  (FGI with students October 2018).  

Nceba’s comment above signals a transformation in her identity as a result of participating in 

WURU. This implies that Nceba has been transformed by the structure and culture of WURU 

signalling a triple morphogenesis as reflected in the comment. Additionally, the change in 

Nceba’s identity is directly aligned to her corporate agent role. It is through her participation in 

the group discussions that she was able to see the difference in herself. 

As discussed in chapter 4, students entered WURU at T1   and this positioned them as primary 

agents because they were conditioned by their life experiences. During their participation in 

WURU which is T2-T3, they became corporate agents who worked together to achieve various 

goals. This shift from primary to corporate agency happened through the groups set up by 

WURU. Through these groups, students were able to transform themselves, embodying new 

personal identities like Nceba describes in the comment above leading to T4.  
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For Sizwe, a group setting allowed him to develop the PEPs of confidence. WURU group 

sessions provided a space in which he felt comfortable to “raise his voice” as he puts it in the 

comment below: 

The group setting was also helpful because it was easier to communicate with each other. 

You are not scared. You can raise your voice. Anything that you do not know and did not 

understand in the lecture can be explained by our peer tutors and others. (FGI with 

students October 2018).   

The data presented above shows that WURU group sessions enabled students to participate and 

engage in discussions and in the process there is growth of reflexivity. Students’ comments on 

their participation in group discussion relate to what Shabanza (2017, p.163) wrote about group 

writing consultation, in which he argues that academic literacies-based communities of practice 

provide “a space for students to venture beyond the rules and procedures to explore and practice 

disciplinary genres and conventions through reflective practice”.  In Archerian language, the 

group settings created new roles for students to occupy both within WURU and outside of it. For 

example, when they embody these roles, they emerge at the end of their time at WURU (at T4) 

as social actors, who have achieved new social and personal identities. There is thus a 

transformation in the students over their time in WURU as their different strata emerge. For 

example, students like Nceba acknowledge they have changed because of participating in 

WURU.  

Peer tutors’ words corroborate students’ comments about WURU group sessions. They said:  

Also debate especially how people learn. I would say what do you think and in that they 

form their own perspective. What their own views are so yah the group is good for 

debate. (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

 

And, like he said the debate. I had this wonderful debate … it was at end of the year and 

we were talking about race. They were so divided…they still had not made up their mind 

and it has been playing on their mind. But I think questions like that stick with them that 

will help develop them as students. I also do a lot of questioning where they can on a lot 

of their own. For example, one of them was a Muslim and I asked them how you would 

deal with the whole religious aspect when you go into this type of school. Just to make 

them think. As soon as you relate to themselves, they can understand better. (FGI with 

peer tutors, 2017). 

...and working in that group. I think another thing WURU does in a group setting. You 

help them to work in a group but later as time goes you also start to push them to do 
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independent work. You start with them and there is this support group around them and 

then slowly they start working independently for themselves and just giving them that 

back really reassures them a lot. Basically, like you said it is almost like a support group. 

(FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

Like students, peer tutors acknowledge that group settings provided students with a space in 

which they could engage with Education Studies 1 and in the process develop their confidence, 

independence and also mastery of academic practices. WURU in this case created a space for 

students to become social actors, and use their agency and reflexivity to respond to the SS and 

CS they encounter. In this case, there is promotion of reflexivity which leads to growth in 

agency. The role of peer tutors as a structure is also defined and they use their agency and 

reflexivity to engage in their roles as mediators of the CS and SS for the students as indicated in 

the excerpts above. As such, their interaction during T2 -T3, results in individual students 

becoming part of a group and therefore acquiring corporate agency at T4. 

8.2.2.2 The role of peer tutors  

As indicated in chapter 7, peer tutors play an important role in mediating the SS and CS for 

students.  In this case peer tutor as a structural role has different SEPs to that of the “lecturer” or 

“student”. For example, they are positioned to introduce students to the CS of the university as 

shown in chapter 6 and this chapter. The coordinator of WURU commented on this providing 

reasons why they decided to use peer tutors (see chapter 7).  

The peer tutor is a structural strength for WURU. While the peer tutor’s role is defined by the 

programme, they also have the agency to decide how to engage in their roles as tutors as the 

coordinator indicates in the comment above. In this case, the peer tutor is a SEP of the 

intervention’s structure leading to PEPs in students. As students themselves, peer tutors have 

knowledge of the Education Studies 1 course and thus are a source of knowledge for students.   

Students spoke about how they gained from peer tutors. Data suggests that peer tutors served as 

examples and guides on reflection for students. For example, Dudu stated in one of the 

interviews that having peer tutors as facilitators was “very inspiring”.  

I found it very inspiring every day. The fact that you are being taught by someone who 

has been in your shoes. Somebody who understand your experience, the problems you 

come across then you realize that person was able to make it. They went through similar 
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difficult issues and were able to make it. I think that was very inspiring me to go do it all 

the time. Because I looked at Z and thought she is doing her fourth year she went through 

the same trouble I went through, so she understands better. So, when she is telling you do 

this and do that, I know all that is from experience. (Second individual interview 

students, October 2017). 

Dudu’s comment resonates with the coordinator’s views about peer tutors as enablers in 

overcoming the societal constraints, particularly in South Africa. They are role-models to 

students, share similar life experiences, understand the culture of the university and the 

disciplines because they are students themselves. In other words, they are peers without the SEPs 

that come with the lecturer role (authority). In this case, peer tutors are easy to approach, talk to 

and consult. Thando said: 

I think WURU is awesome especially because it is headed by young students who are still 

learning also. Like the way they are approach it they let you know that we are not perfect 

and we still learning but through the process of learning this is what we learnt. You can 

use something different, but I am sharing this because it has worked for me and based on 

that personal experience you can also build up on it and create something big.(Second 

individual interview students, October 2017). 

In the same vein, Nceba explained that having a peer tutor was helpful because they are 

approachable, having had the experiences of being first years which makes them ideal to help 

them with their academic challenges:  

 I liked they use peer tutors because if it was big people (lecturer), we were not going to 

be able to communicate with them but because it is Z doing her 4
th

 year she is basing 

everything on her personal experience things that are happening now. So, you are also 

able to communicate with someone who is your standard. Other than a lecturer you feel 

like if I tell him or her what I am thinking they will think I do not understand, or I am 

stupid or what. It creates or takes you out of this uncomfortable space. It is better than 

going to consult the lecturer because once they start to explain even if you do not 

understand you will just say yes yes yes so that you can get out of there but with Z 

because she is your peer you are able to talk to them comfortable.(FGI with students, 

November 2018). 

Nceba’s comment indicates that peer tutors provide the S-C interaction that is more horizontal 

than vertical (as with the lecturer) and in this process leads to the PEPs of trust. Thando also felt 

comfortable having a peer tutor because of their approachable demeanour. He said, “I liked being 

tutored by a fellow student because they are approachable unlike lecturers. And it was not bad 

for me because I find it easy to ask them to help about assignments compared to lecturers.” 
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Peer tutors also shared their views about the role they play in WURU. They provide a support 

system to students. They create a space in WURU in which students feel inspired, comfortable, 

safe to engage and not feel threatened. One peer tutor said:  

They are meeting a tutor who is a fellow student. There is a sense that you are in a space 

that is safe. To show your ignorance without feeling shame. I think that is the biggest 

hindrance for people using the Writing Centre that sense of shame that, I do not have the 

skills to do that. I think WURU provides an opportunity for equals to feel safe. It is not a 

teacher but a student environment. And in fact, that we are not going to mark their work. 

It is safe to say I can show all my ignorance and I will not be judged. (FGI with peer 

tutors, 2017). 

Additionally, peer tutors are a source of knowledge about the academic literacy of CS. Students 

comments show that the role of peer tutors is important because they are knowledgeable. As 

“knowledge insiders”, they are in a position to make explicit what is unknown and make 

transparent what is obscure to students. Bongani wrote in his journal that peer tutors are “more 

knowledgeable” and for that they are able to “refer to them to relevant sources”. In her 

reflective journal Sisanda wrote about how her peer tutor explains concepts and theories. Below 

is an extract from her reflective journal:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The evidence presented above corroborates with Dison and Mendelowitz’s (2017, p.196) views 

that peer tutors “have an intimate knowledge of the course experience, as well as the demands of 



198 

 

the tasks”. As such they “can draw on not only the explicit fund of knowledge that is the course 

content, but also other second-space funds of knowledge and discourses, including official 

academic literacy practices which they as senior students with good academic records have 

already mastered to a significant extent” (Namakula & Prozesky, 2019, p.45). Sisanda had also 

reiterated the similar statement made in her reflective journal when she explained that: 

Having a peer tutor was much better because she knew how to break the content in the 

way that made sense to me. She would touch on examples relating to public and private 

issues. She had a good experience that allowed her to make different concepts fit 

together. She understood first year struggles and she would fit into our shoes same time 

fit us into the right direction to writing good essays. (FGI with students, November 

2018). 

Because students are entering a new space which they are underprepared for academically as has 

been shown in this chapter, they are positioned as vulnerable in that sense. In this case peer 

tutors provide the pedagogy of care which involves them offering emotional support to students. 

Some peer tutors go as far as creating a WhatsApp group to offer nurturing and supportive 

spaces to students who need it beyond the WURU sessions. Peer tutors said: 

Yah emotionally because it encourages the students and I remember last year we had a 

WhatsApp group because some of the people used to back and say OMG that session 

helped, I was feeling down and that. So, it helps them emotionally because the truth of the 

matter this stuff makes you stressed (they laugh) it really does freak you out and I think 

once you are able to deal with that it really is helpful. (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

But also, I find that despite that the mandate to improve those literacy practices I feel like 

a lot of what we do is emotional re-assurance as well. Students that I have experienced 

have skills they are there, but they are not sure of themselves. They know that they have it 

but do not know that they use it already. So emotionally it is building that confidence as 

well…. (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

… and the fact that they are called to WURU when they get their first assignment that is 

really tough on them. The student that I was telling spoke about felt that because she 

received an e-mail so she thought that she was called there because she is failure so that 

is why she was crying and all that . (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

What is apparent from students and peer tutors’ narratives is the importance of students’ 

emotional wellbeing as an enabling factor in their acquisition of academic literacy practices (see 

Eybers, 2018, p.255). This is evident in this study as data has shown. The pedagogy of care 

which peer tutors provided to students was enabling because, as Eybers (2018, p.255) argues, 
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“…it is impossible to divorce the psycho-social experiences of students as they engage in 

academic literacy conventions…” as has been shown in this study. The efforts made by peer 

tutors to understand, offer emotion reassurance and comfort to students is beneficial to their 

wellbeing and in the end success in acquiring academic literacy practices. Peer tutors’ narratives 

also show that students need emotional support and their respect for academic achievement is a 

strength for the CS’s ideology. Peer tutors said:   

Mine actually felt like this is a good opportunity they did not see it as because I failed my 

first assignment, I need to be here like there was even 1 yoh that child I contacted him, 

and I said can you please join us for WURU because he was consulting outside of 

WURU. He was not part of WURU and the way he was excited about joining WURU and 

for him it was like what a privilege. I do not know. Some of them they do not think there is 

anything wrong they are invited because they have a privilege to be invited to WURU you 

know (FGI with peer tutors, 2017).  

Mine spoke about how they felt about their first results of the essay, complaining that 

they got high marks in high school, so they came in here thinking they will be on top. And 

then suddenly everything changes. And that really speaks to those who were called to 

WURU and did not come, and they performed badly in that essay. They are thinking that 

it is something they will get past that. (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

I always say to them do not stress about the mark. It is important but at the end of the day 

it is the knowledge you as a person have gained through that and I think just by 

supporting them and giving them those little bit of information. It is about the knowledge 

not the mark. Because they come into the group thinking they are failures teaching them 

how to do things independently and also, they can work in a group at the same time. (FGI 

with peer tutors, 2017). 

Given peer tutors’ positionality as students with more disciplinary knowledge, they “can draw on 

not only the explicit fund of knowledge that is the course content, but also other second-space 

funds of knowledge and discourse, including official academic literacy practices which they as 

senior students with good academic records have already mastered to a significant extent” 

(Namakula & Prozesky, 2019, p.45). Clarence (2016) agrees with Namakula and Prozesky 

(2019), arguing that one of the advantages of having peer tutors as facilitators is that their 

positions as students makes them relatable and approachable to students. Peer tutors as a support 

structure in this case helps to make sure that students’ wellbeing is taken care of because, as 

Eybers (2018, p.255) argues, “…it is impossible to divorce the psycho-social experiences of 

students as they engage in academic literacy conventions…” as has been shown in this study. As 
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a peer-led intervention programme, it seems this has been impactful on students’ wellbeing and 

their academic lives 

Thus, peer tutors as implementers of the intervention programme “shape the social environment 

to be inhabited” (Archer, M., 1995, p.201). As evidence presented above has shown, peer tutors 

were instrumental in creating enabling situations in which students could experience change in 

their academic literacy practices and agency. For example, data suggests that students benefited 

from having fellow students as their tutors because they are approachable and accessible more 

than lecturers. It appears from the discussion presented above that peer tutors can be classified as 

agents of change (Archer, A & Parker 2016, p.49).  

8.3 Summary of the chapter  

This chapter, focused on the second phase of the morphogenesis cycle which is social-cultural 

interaction T2-T3 during students’ participation in WURU. This chapter shows that students 

entered as primary agents but during their participation in WURU (T2-T3), they become 

corporate agents by participating in various collectivities, such as working in groups to discuss 

the assignments, unpacking the assignment question and key concepts and learning the writing 

conventions. The data shows that students became corporate agents and some like Bongani took 

on the role of social actors because of engaging in group discussions. This shows that WURU 

cultural or social system created enabling and/or constraining conditions for students. For 

example, participant narratives show that WURU afforded students the opportunities to think 

critically about their work, and deepened their engagement with the Education Studies 1 course 

content. This enabled them to understand what was required of them and how to go about 

meeting the academic demands of the course. This also led to the development of students’ 

personal identity which is further explored in the next chapter. By engaging in WURU, students 

were able to understand how to respond to the assignment question and key concepts, and how to 

engage with academic writing conventions. Thus, WURU contributed to the changes in students’ 

academic literacy practices and agency and these include making the cultural system of academic 

literacy visible and increasing the range of interactions. In the next chapter, I present the 

morphogenetic cycle of T4 foregrounding the PEPs, morphogenesis of agency and elaboration 

and/or reproduction.  
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CHAPTER NINE: ELABORATION AND OR REPRODUCTION OF 

MORPHOGENESIS AS RESULT OF STUDENTS’ PARTICIPATION IN 

WURU 

9.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter presented the social cultural interaction (T2-T3) of the morphogenetic cycle. 

This chapter continues from previous chapter presenting the T4 of the morphogenetic cycle. The 

chapter presents evidence of personal emergent properties and powers (agential elaboration), and 

morphogenesis of agency after participation in WURU. The chapter ends with a discussion on 

the elaboration or reproduction of the CS and SS of the university.  

9.2 Changes in student marks 

The first noticeable change was students’ marks. As highlighted in chapter 6 and in this chapter, 

overall students’ performance improved, as students scored between 50% and above. Although 

one can easily attribute this improvement to other factors outside of WURU such as regular 

studying, self-motivation, feedback on the first assignment, etc., for students in this study the 

changes in the marks are attributed to their participation in WURU. It should be noted that 

students were not asked if there were other factors that caused this improvement besides WURU. 

 

Figure 7: Students' performance across the three assignments 

Bongani Dudu John Nceba Sisanda Sibanda Sizwe

STUDENT 30 45 40 42 45 43 42

STUDENT 68 63 55 60 60 66 67

STUDENT 70 60 65 66 67 66 70
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As the graphs indicate, all student participants improved in their marks and this was echoed in 

the individual and focus group interviews. They credit this shift in their marks to the support they 

received from WURU. Sisanda said: 

It was helpful a lot. Obviously, it has helped me improve my marks a lot from the first one 

to the last essay. And even in my exams it did help me out because we focus on the exam 

in June of the first semester…Yah it was okay, I enjoyed it and it helped me improve my 

marks. I did not get the 75% it is not about WURU I think it is about me not getting 75%. 

WURU did actually help me. (Individual second interview with students, 2017). 

Sizwe also credits WURU for helping in improving his marks for the second assignment. He had 

this to say: “But there is an improvement when I check my first and second assignment as you 

saw my marks. There is an improvement if you can see my assignment…But when it came to 

marks, I scored higher…” (Individual interview with students 2017). In one of the journal entries 

(below) John also echoes similar sentiments as the previous two participants. He wrote that he 

was happy about his second assignment because the results were better than the first assignment:  

 

 

 

 

In the excerpt, it shows John’s development in terms of feedback literacy and reflection. Dudu 

also acknowledged the improvement in her marks saying: “I feel like I understood this 

assignment (third assignment) and I gave it my all for the marks I got…But at least my marks 

improved from the first assignment (Individual interview with students 2017). In one of her 

reflective journal entries (below), Dudu expressed that she was impressed with how her results 

turned out:  
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Dudu also reflects on how her peer tutor made the CS visible to students (see section 8.2.1 for 

details on this). This also highlights the important role peer tutors play in ensuring that the logic 

of CS is made explicit to students.  

Students’ narratives as presented above indicate a shift in students’ marks as a result of 

participating in WURU. This change signals the achievement of their personal project of 

improving their marks not just in Education Studies but in other modules as well as Dudu, 

Sisanda and Bongani mentioned.  The next section of the chapter focuses on the changes 

experienced by students in their academic literacy practices. Students indicate an improvement in 

their academic writing due to their participation in WURU.  
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9.3 Changes in students’ academic writing practices 

Apart from the change in marks, students also mentioned changes in their writing and reading 

practices. This section of the chapter offers insights into a shift in students’ academic literacy 

practices by making a comparison between the students’ first assignment and the second and 

third assignments. Thus, this section focuses on three aspects emphasised during the students’ 

participation in WURU. It should be noted the list is not exhaustive, but these were thought to be 

of importance. 

1. Separating essential from non-essential – in terms of task words in the assignment topics 

2. Discourse relations – introductions, conclusions, building an argument and providing 

support for claims 

3. Referencing – because it is such a gateway skill which markers focus on, WURU also 

focuses on it. 

The three academic literacy features above are used as guiding principles in understanding key 

abilities that WURU attempts to teach students. Hence, by making a comparison between the 

three assignments, students were offered insight into the efficacy of WURU in shaping their 

academic literacy practices. Further, examining the student assignments added validation to 

changes students mentioned about their marks. I decided to use three assignments from one 

student as a representation of all the assignments which I believe will give a fuller picture of 

what and how students’ academic literacy practices shifted. The examples are given verbatim 

(words with spelling and grammar mistakes in the original text) to provide the reader with an 

overview of the participants’ academic literacy transformation. 

9.3.1 Separating essential from non-essential  

One of the key foci in WURU is to ensure that students to have the ability to distinguish between 

essential and non-essential text. This requires the students to know what information is important 

and what is supporting evidence. As discussed in section 7.3.2, students in this study indicated 

they struggled with academic writing and part of the challenge was their inability to identify the 

most relevant points in the readings, working out which points to include and which to omit for 

their essay. Below is an extract from one of the student’s first assignment.  
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Figure 8: An example of excerpt from Bongani's first assignment 

In this excerpt above, one can see that the student did not have a sense of understanding what is 

important to include in the essay. The student just put sentences together without working out 

what was essential to include in the introduction or body and what not to include. For example, 

analysing the introduction, it is a collection of statements that do not make sense or link to each 

other. The student in this case fails to set the context of the essay. By failing to separate the 

essential from non-essential, the student opts to just write the essay. Students in the second 



206 

 

interview mention changes in their writing practices that they learnt in WURU. Bongani reflects 

on this by saying: “For the second assignment I went too far I went a bit far”. When I asked him 

to elaborate on the statement, he said: 

…I still went for further readings on this assignment (points at second assignment). I 

remember very well even got the fortunate part of having hard copies. I met someone 

because I am always engaging people who gave me a hard copy as a soft copy. I had 

them in my laptop. I went through the readings and tried to start early nyana. I was 

constructing this thing incorporating it with the primary readings but this time I was 

critical because I even consulted lecturers. I went through the assignment as they were 

busy scaffolding us at WURU…Then we went through this thing. I remember last time I 

was failing to understand ZPD and how to actually construct an essay based on ZPD and 

how to link this thing of elementary and higher order functions. I did not know how to 

link them in the correct way. To link them to psychological tools I did not know which 

one to start with … and even in the workshops we were further helped. I went through 

this editing trying to make the sentences link but the most key thing I learnt at WURU is 

that your sentences must always link. Your last sentence should link with your first 

sentence of the paragraph. Then I submitted on the due date. (Individual second 

interview with students, 2017). 

Like Bongani, Sizwe also shared his experiences and made a comparison between his first and 

second assignment saying that:  

I can say the second assignment was tough but what I tried to do different was to connect 

my concepts which I did not do in the first assignment. In the first one I was just writing 

not making connections paragraphs to paragraph not making connections…Yah I can 

say it is something I learnt in WURU. Like make clear my concepts. I do not just write it. 

I write and explain it... I can also see the introduction. For Piaget, the introduction was 

not an introduction because I was already writing the body. But when it came to the 

second one, I knew ok that I must explain what I am going to in the body, but it must not 

form part of the body. I was told that when you are writing an introduction you must 

focus on the question that was given to take out the point that I am going to do this and 

this. While when it comes to the first assignment, I just said that Piaget was talking about 

this and this which is part of the body which is not necessary the introduction. (FGI with 

students, 2018).  

For Nceba, she explained that before participating in WURU she had “problems with writing” 

especially how to structure an introduction. In both individual and focus group interviews, she 

mentioned that for her second assignment she used a ‘mind map’ as a strategy to organise her 

ideas. She said: 

Okay for me I think WURU sessions helped me to master skills of how to give a map and 

how to get straight to the point with your introduction for your essay. In terms of 
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including all the important concepts that you are going to talk about in the introduction 

without explaining them in the introduction. But mentioning them but explaining them 

further in your body maybe like to divide them in paragraphs and maybe in this 

paragraph we will talk about this main concept and follow the same trend and then also 

about what C has mentioned that ummmh how to link the introduction with the 

conclusion. (FGI with students, 2018). 

 In the individual interview, she made a comparison between the first and second assignment 

indicating what she did different for the two assignments. For example, she mentions using a 

mind map to organise her ideas:  

For the first assignment like I said I just wrote. For the second assignment I tried to make 

a mind map which is the strategy I am now using. I made mind map and included all the 

subtopics and all the important topics and all the important concepts that are being said 

by these theorists and I tried to define them in the mind map and put examples of them 

and then I went to writing. (Individual second interview with students, 2017). 

In their comments above, students mention the changes they experienced in terms of their 

writing practices, for example, how to structure an introduction and what to include in the 

introduction. The excerpt below is an example of Bongani’s second assignment. Compared to the 

first example, this shows some improvement from the structure to the flow of ideas in the essay.  
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Figure 9: An example of excerpts from Bongani's second assignment 

Students made comments about the difference between the first and second assignment 

introduction. Dudu like the previous participants also made remarks about the differences 

between her first and second assignments and she said:  

I think the introduction in the second assignment has an understanding because I think I 

wrote it with according to how I understand it. The first assignment in the introduction 

was just taking staff and combing trying to explain them. (Individual second interview 

with students, 2017). 
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Students reiterated the same sentiments when it came to the third assignment. They 

acknowledged an improvement in their assignment because of participating in WURU. Below is 

an example of from one of the student’s third assignment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: An example of excerpts from Sisanda’s second assignment 

As can be seen from the extract above, there is a big improvement in terms of how the student 

has structured his essay from the introduction and paragraphs. The ideas are well organised into 

paragraphs, and the student uses linking words which makes the ideas flow logically. The 

changes in the second and third assignment are attributed partly to the changes in their reading 
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practices. For example, John said, “Ok. I read the readings then I attained the important facts. 

Then after I started drafting an essay…Okay on the second one I also did the readings. I tried to 

annotate important facts…” Nceba also shared what she did for the second and third assignment. 

She said: 

So, the skills that I got that one of if you are reading the course pack you have to first 

look at the introduction whereby, they give us the readings that you are going to read and 

then you have to indicate there which readings you have to read and what are they about, 

highlight the topics and then highlight the subtopics. And then I also gained a skill that 

whenever I am going to start a reading I firstly scan through and see which topics and 

subtopics are there and how long are they. And then see start from the introduction read 

the introduction and then read the conclusion before reading the whole article. And then 

try to make your own conclusions and try to see what you understand by yourself before 

you through the readings. (Second individual interview with students, October 2017). 

John explained what he had been taught in WURU in terms of reading practices. He said:  

J: The fact that when doing an assignment, you have to do all your readings and some 

extra reading that makes it easy for you when you write an assignment that becomes easy 

for you to write a very good assignment and another thing is that it helps you to see the 

important thing that needs to be included in your essay. Because when you see two books 

stressing one thing that means that thing is important. 

R: You talk about doing all your readings, how has WURU helped with your reading?  

J: Okay when I read WURU stressed that I have a pencil, the words that you do not 

understand you should circle them look for them in the dictionary and write their 

meaning on the other side of the page. (FGI with students, November2018). 

Sisanda also mentioned that for the second and third assignment she read. She said: 

It has taught me how to read my articles most of the time read your articles. You should 

know what the content of the article says and most of the time use that in your essay and 

other readings from the library and all to help you. Do not be lazy to read your article… 

The Vygotsky one (second assignment) …I did read the articles. I did understand it better 

than Piaget…because I was able to follow the instructions and the content also. I was 

able to use the articles not the YouTube. Since they told us you guys use YouTube videos 

for Piaget so you should not do that, so I told myself I am going to fail so yah am going to 

do this one and use the articles…For this one (second assignment) I would read the 

article and with my book. I bought a book writing notes for education. I would read and 

write notes on the side. The important things and on some of the parts if like 

remembering how I can remember I would write abbreviations…The introduction. This 

one is very long for Piaget and so for Vygotsky eish. (Individual second interview with 

students, 2017). 
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Nceba also commented that for the second assignment she changed the way she was reading: 

For the first and second assignment my pace was the same as the lectures pace but for 

this one (third assignment) the pace was different because you know when you are first 

year you are scared to go beyond what the lecturer has given you so like for this one. I 

went beyond. I was faster than the lecturer even sometimes I did not attend the lectures 

because I was covering the readings. So that is why I was able to cover all the readings 

because I would go to the lecture having covered the reading the lecture was talking. So, 

I do not write anything, but I listen to and try to understand to see what I have 

understood is the same as what the lecturer is talking about. Because you find that you 

would go to the lecture and find out that the lecturer is saying the same thing for two 

days. So, if you do not read you like stay behind but if you read you understand. 

(Individual second interview with students, 2017). 

What is interesting about Nceba’s comment is that she acknowledges her position as a primary 

agent. However, she was able to exercise her agency by reading before the lecture and this in a 

way helped her to mediate the CS and SS. She demonstrated independent thought and the ability 

to complete her deliberations and decide on courses of action.  

9.3.2 Discourse relations  

Another academic literacy aspect WURU focuses on is discourse relations. The aim is to ensure 

that students can understand and engage with the discourses. Students are expected to show in 

their writing and reading they can identify the structure and organisation of discourse and 

argument. One of the academic literacies (see Appendix 11 for assessment criteria) students must 

meet in their essay is to provide a structured and organised essay that shows an engagement with 

the discourse and argument. However, in analysing the example of students’ assignments in 

section 9.3.2, it is evident that the students’ assignment lacked an argument that was coherent 

and cohesive. In addition, there is no logical flow of paragraphs in a clear manner.  In some 

cases, students also failed to provide clear explanations, examples, and quotes as evidence to 

support their main idea or argument. However, students spoke about the changes in the way they 

approached the second and third assignments. For example, Dudu reflected on what she had been 

taught in WURU saying that: 

… and then they told us about the body and how you are supposed to structure it. The 

body is the part where you put the information and concepts explain them further and use 

examples and also the conclusion it is supposed to show the argument. It is supposed to 

say whether you agree or disagree with the question. So that is how they told us to 

attempt to write an essay. (FGI with students, November 2018). 
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Sizwe also shared his experience about writing that he learnt when participating in WURU. He 

said: 

But what I have learnt there is how to go about the introduction. They gave me an 

example of how to write an introduction that everything that is written in the introduction 

is the things that you are going to talk about. How are you going to go about it even if 

you know that I can do this and this. But if you do not have the main concepts you will be 

lost. But there is an improvement when I check my first and second assignment…There is 

an improvement if you can see my assignment. (FGI with students, November 2018). 

Nceba mentioned that she learnt a lot of skills while participating in WURU and these helped her 

in writing, especially the introduction. She said:  

 N: A lot of skills we were trained by WURU… I am able to write an introduction which 

is more understandable and clearer and then with the body I am able to put in content 

which is important for the essay and for the conclusion to link it with the introduction. 

Yah I can say.  

R: What skills exactly where you taught in WURU about writing. Give me some 

examples? 

N: They taught us about mapping. Giving a map then giving the highlights of the 

important concepts that you are going to talk about and be able to like to put in the 

background information of what you are going to talking about without exactly going 

through what you are going to talk about. And yah I think that is it. (FGI with students, 

November 2018). 

She went on to elaborate that:  

There is a lot of content in the Piaget one (first assignment). But I am not sure if I am 

answering the question. It has a lot of content. I read and read and combined to make 

sense. But with this one (second assignment) I was very selective. I was looking at what is 

required. What the question is asking for specifically, so I was able to separate what was 

necessary and what was not (Individual second interview with students, 2017).  

Bongani reflected on what he learnt about academic writing during his participation in WURU. 

He said: 

I learnt that in the introduction you have to put the background to set the context to say 

hey reader here is what I am talking about. The rest of the theory that I am going to talk 

about is based on the particular scholar or something you are writing about. Then you 

should say what you are going to do chronologically and of which I failed to do that in 

the first assignment and exam. My introduction stated things, yet I did not put them in the 

essay. What I have learnt in WURU is that in the introduction you can say firstly I will 
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discuss this and this, secondly, I will discuss this thirdly I will and then you link them 

(Second individual interview with students, October 2017).  

In Bongani’s comments he shows development of agency and reflexivity. The academic literacy 

transformation is reflected in his essay as in the excerpt above and also a comment he made 

about he learnt structuring an introduction. Again, students mentioned that changes in their 

reading practices were helpful in writing the third assignment. For example, Dudu said: 

Well Z always told us that when you read for the first time you underline what you 

thought you got and then you come back again read it. By the time you come to read for 

the second time it makes more sense than the first time. You understand why you 

underlined that part. Because the first time you just underline what makes sense when 

you come back again you understand why it makes sense because the whole content from 

the beginning so that improved the way I would read. Because sometimes when I would 

read the course pack, we would meet on Tuesday in the library and cannot even discuss 

it. So, you read it highlight and finish so that it is clear you went through it but not 

because you understand what you are highlighting. If somebody was to ask you why did 

you highlight, then you had no idea…Well the annotating also. When you come across a 

word you highlight and then you try to make sense of what it means and write it on the 

side you come back again and read what your wrote and then if these things make sense 

together, was I right to conclude that about that or not so that was very helpful in 

reading. (Second individual interview with students, October 2017). 

Thando also commented on the changes he made in terms of reading that helped in the writing 

and this was discussed in section 7.3.1. Thando’s comment also shows the development of 

different PEPs such as confidence, reflexivity, responsibility and taking on the role of a student. 

He also manages to exercise her agency and embodies the role of a social actor as a response to 

the situation she found herself in when writing the first assignment. In Sisanda’s comment there 

is an emergence of PEPs of responsibility when she talks about not being “lazy” when it comes 

to reading. Sisanda, on the other hand, explained what she did when reading saying that:  

Ok number 1 I read aloud or sometimes I do read silently. I also jot down on the side 

while I am reading. I still go to YouTube videos for some explanations and yoh yah 

WURU has taught me how to read and be able to explain. B used to tell us that when you 

read, write on the side what it means. That is the most thing about reading. Every time we 

would have an essay, we would tackle it with B. Every topic except for Piaget we had to 

do it there. How do you go about it. What to write and not to write. How to tackle other 

topics other than the ones we have and all that. That was the aha moment. Using actually 

…the actual topic we were supposed to write. Not taking the example of the topic so that 

we write. Using exactly the essay. (Individual second interview with students, 2017).  
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Sizwe and John also shared their experience in terms of reading practices and how these shaped 

the way they wrote the second and third assignment. Sizwe said: 

I think for me it really helped me in both reading and writing. In reading okay Sis B told 

me when I am reading, I must not just read for the sake of reading to finish just nje, but I 

must read it and understand and relate it to school context because in education studies 

they ask us to relate to school context. And I also make sure that when I am reading if 

there is a word, I don’t understand I must not jump, i highlight it and move because it is 

hard for me to check. I must find the definition of it and what is it inside there. So, when it 

comes to writing I although … a little a bit sometimes when it comes to writing I have 

noted some people they just type the essay they have the coursework here and I am not 

sure how it works. So, for myself I made the experiment I found someone who was typing, 

and the final assignment was typing. They do not do the first draft they just type so I said 

okay I will find out how much they got. But when it came to marks, I scored higher than 

that person I saw that it is not working, and I realized that you must make the first draft 

and probably even the second draft before you type you so that everything in there is in 

order. So, yah WURU really helped me on that side. 

During WURU we were told that when you read an article you have to write notes 

explaining what you read in the paragraphs means. Something like that. so, you write 

explanation on the side. For the sociological essay I would use some of the notes to put 

them in my essay. I would write in my own understanding and then when I am writing the 

essay, I would include that where it fits. (FGI with students, November 2018). 

Sizwe shows growth of reflexivity which is autonomous because he decides not to follow his 

fellow students by making drafts of his assignment. Autonomous reflexivity involves a person 

who completes their internal deliberations independently and, as such, is able to pursue projects 

that often lead to upward mobility in society. In this case, Sizwe is classified as autonomous 

because he took a strategic stance towards institutional constraints and did whatever was 

required to overcome the conditioning influences of the CS. Another student who showed 

autonomous reflexivity is Thando. He commented that:  

What I did for the third assignment and not the second is that I started my readings early. 

For sociology, I started it before teaching experience. I started to read read and I would 

consult where I do not understand. I was not having much difficult and I was really 

feeling that what I am writing here is making sense. I can also compare Piaget and this 

one I can see the English. The English that I am using here is not that “massive” 

compared to this. And also, the structure itself it also makes sense because by the time I 

was writing Piaget I did not follow the exactly the question that they have asked. When I 

see I am running out of points I just put something that is not in the question. Whereas 

this one I was making sure I answer the question. (Individual second interview with 

students, 2017).  
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Sisanda and John shared what they did as a group with the help of their peer tutor saying that:  

Yah this thing of not going to YouTube and reading the articles and even the articles. I 

think we did the article with A we would read the article and discuss, and she would also 

explain what it means. She makes us explain to each other and she would correct us. I 

remember she was also reading the article. 

Ok so here I can say ummm I did different readings and I tried to understand. So, here I 

can say I was able to understand the readings and I was able to find examples from the 

readings and to work with other students who like to help me as I was in WURU. And I 

was able to put different ideas which I did not here (first assignment). Here I was only 

using my own understanding I did not use much of the examples I was using a lot of 

explanations and descriptions. Here I used examples from the readings and general 

examples. (Individual second interview with students, 2017).  

Sisanda and John’s comments reveal the use of corporate agency to mediate the emerging SEPs 

and CEPs they encountered. For example, students were able to mediate some of CEPs such as 

academic reading and writing during the group discussions. Through these discussions students 

were able to get clarity on the concepts. Their comments also reveal how they positioned 

themselves in different modes of reflexivity as they deliberated on their courses of action. This 

also aligns with what Margaret Archer claims that modes of reflexives are not fixed and thus 

individual students’ reflexive stances might change over time as has been shown in this study. 

9.3.3 Referencing 

Students in this study cited referencing as the most challenging part of academic writing. 

Referencing is considered a gateway skill emphasised by lecturers and markers. As highlighted 

in section 7.3.2.1, its importance is flagged out in the “course pack” provided to students as a key 

component of successful academic writing. Thus, referencing is one of the academic literacy 

practices WURU provides to students because plagiarism and referencing are often 

misunderstood. As highlighted in section 7.3.2.1, referencing acted as constraint to students 

when writing. Below is an extract from one student’s first assignment with no in-text 

referencing:  
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Figure 11: An example of excerpts from Sisanda's first assignment 

For the second and third assignment, students acknowledged that they had learnt how to 

reference. For example, Sisanda mentioned that she learnt referencing in WURU. She said:  

 In text referencing…like in the first one I was writing the surname and the name. I did 

not know that you had to write the initials and the surname. If it were many people for the 

first time, I would write all of them. I did not know how to use et al. Ok the first time you 

do need to write all of them but the second you must use et al. I wrote all of them 
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everywhere. I think there were six of them or something. There were so many there just 

covering the whole essay. (Individual second interview with students, 2017).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dudu shared her experience saying understanding referencing improved her confidence. She 

said: 

Okay in this one I think I got better in the referencing part which gave me a little 

confidence in approaching the other assignments. So, after I realized you just have to 

show that you did read and that somebody agrees with what you think is right and I think 

started having a different view about referencing. (FGI with students, November 2018). 

In one of her reflective journal entries, as shown in the extract below, Dudu also reflected about 

referencing:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

John shared his experience explaining what the difference between the second and third 

assignment was:  

…I learnt that when you are referencing …. for the first assignment when I was 

referencing a mistake that I was doing is that I was including the surname of the person 

and the initials and I should not include the initials. And the other things that… even if I 
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was paraphrasing, I was including the page number and I should not include the page 

number when I am paraphrasing the page number are included when you are direct 

quoting. (FGI with students, November 2018). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 12: An example of excerpt from Nceba's assignment 

The narrative presented in the last three sections focuses on the changes students have 

experienced in terms of their academic literacy practices. As indicated, student showed changes 

in their reading and writing practices which they credit to the support received from WURU. 

After their first assignment, students had concerns about improving their writing of academic 

essays, referencing, passing, improving their marks and learning to read academic articles. As 
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highlighted, through their reflexive deliberations they managed to prioritise their most important 

concerns (their ultimate concerns) and accommodate subordinate ones and devise a project (a 

concrete course of action). Students demonstrated different modes of reflexivity to decide on 

their course of action. Some, like Nceba, demonstrated the ability to take strategic action 

(foregoing some lectures) to deal with constraints. The next section of the chapter focuses on the 

PEPs that emerged as a result of student participation in WURU.  

9.4 Personal emergent properties  

This section of the chapter presents a range of personal emergent properties student experienced 

as they participated in WURU. An understanding and exploration of these PEPs contributes to 

understanding the efficacy of WURU and how it shaped students’ academic literacy practices. 

The different personal emergent properties are presented below.  

9.4.1 Confidence 

Based on the data presented in previous sections, the PEP of confidence emerged in students 

both personally and academically. Dudu for example explained that:  

For me WURU has really built my confidence. Because after my assignment my self-

esteem was very low like I just figured maybe university was not for me. How they just 

built our confidence, how they made us aware that you have to prepare in advance and 

not just rely on your lectures. They taught us to how to attempt and survive university. I 

think the skill of preparing in advance and reading through before lectures I think that I 

will continue doing throughout. (FGI with students, November 2018). 

Dudu’s confidence is also reflected in the way she talks about her academic work. She said: 

“Regardless of how the question came about already I had an idea. I had a clear picture. 

Whatever the question was I going to be able to answer because I understood the concept from 

the tutorial.” She explained that learning to reference gave her “a little confidence in 

approaching the other assignment”. She repeats the same thing in her reflective journal:  
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Dudu’s confidence also came from working with other people as indicated in the journal entry 

above. By working in a group, she exhibited autonomous reflexivity. As such, Dudu and other 

participants mediated the potential CEPs and SEPs through their different modes of reflexivity. 

Sisanda also said, “...WURU helped me to gain confidence and I was able to attend…”. In the 

individual interview I asked students to explain what they would tell a first-year student about 

WURU if given a chance. John shared this:  

…At WURU they will not tell you that you are stupid because you are there or because 

you do not understand but they are helping you to build your confidence... So that is what 

WURU is all about…for me WURU has given me confidence, in my work, the reading on 

time and preparing on time. Yah they taught us things that are valuable that we will use 

even in future. (FGI with students, November 2018). 

Similarly, like Dudu, Sizwe also gained his confidence because of the group setting. He said: 

“The group setting was also helpful because it was easier to communicate with each other. You 

are not scared. You can raise your voice.” The improvement in confidence is also reflected in 

the way students talk about their academic work. For example, in the excerpt below Dudu talks 

about her work: 
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Bongani also reflects in one of his journal entries that being part of WURU boosted his 

“confidence about his assignment which increased rapidly” and that “with WURU he gained 

confidence”.  Thando also confidently talks about his work, explaining that for his third 

assignment he felt it made sense because he “… was not having much difficulty and I was really 

feeling that what I am writing here is making sense. I can also compare Piaget and this one I can 

see the English. The English that I am using here is not that “massive” compared to this one” 

(points at first assignment). 

The PEP of confidence was also identified by one peer tutor who explained that being part of 

WURU lifted students’ confidence. This is what they said: “So emotionally it is building that 

confidence as well.” Archer, A. (2011, p.143) argues that students’ acquisition of confidence is 

important to them, such as the participants in this study who come from disadvantaged 

educational backgrounds and who felt overwhelmed by their own perceived lack of ‘cultural 

capital’. As evidence shows above, students’ PEPs of confidence took precedence because it 

enabled them to engage in the academic discourse without fear.  By being part of WURU and 

engaging in discussions, students shared their ideas, opinions, learnt how to communicate their 

perspective and worked together to achieve their goals.  

9.4.2 Intellectual enjoyment and enthusiasm 

Another PEP to emerge from the data is that of intellectual enjoyment and enthusiasm. Students 

reported a change in their thinking and found engaging in discussion enjoyable and interesting. 

They used words such as ‘inspiring’, ‘nice’, ‘love it’ and ‘critical thinking’. Take Bongani for 

example, he mentioned that:  

…it is very interesting you can see it is all WURU. It is evoking some critical 

thinking…My interest is that when I am writing something, I am thinking when I am 

writing…what I have noticed is that writing evokes my thinking… (FGI with students, 

November 2018). 

Bongani’s comment above also reflects his ability to reflect on his practice and this is a PEP. It is 

not surprising because Bongani has been using his autonomous reflexivity to navigate the SEPs 

and CEPs emerging from the university and WURU. Sisanda echoes similar sentiments saying 

“for me it has changed me. I see when I am writing an essay or exams that I think differently now 

it is just different because of WURU”. (Focus group discussion, November 2017). Sizwe 
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explained that he experienced an ideological shift because of the participating in WURU. He 

said, “Another thing that I have noticed is that WURU…you improve ideologically. You have an 

ideology of how this thing works and how to write …”(FGI with students, November 2018).  

Sizwe’s comment reflects what Margaret Archer (2003) talks about that, as people engage with 

structure and culture using their PEPS, they acquire emotional and reasoning skills, competence 

and resilience, and these become essential when developing a personal identity. 

 Further, students speak about how it was interesting and inspiring to be part of WURU and this 

motivated some of them. Dudu explains that discussion groups about the second assignment 

made it “I think this one (second assignment) it was very nice because we had a tutorial, and our 

tutor was very detailed.” She also reflects in her journal as indicated below  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Additionally, Dudu further reinforced the PEP of confidence in one of her reflective journal 

entries that she felt motivated by engaging in group discussions.  
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Again, in the comment above Dudu highlights the importance of corporate agency. This also re-

affirms what was discussed in the section about the use of group work increasing the range of S-

C interactions. The comments also highlight how group settings increased students’ confidence 

(see discussion in the previous section). Group discussions as described by Dudu and many other 

participants afforded them the opportunity to contribute towards the discussion and motivated 

her to continue with reading. Sisanda on the other hand mentioned that she “loved” the strategy 

of breaking down concepts and was intending to “apply it in other modules”. Sizwe talks about 

developing an “academic accent” in relation to writing and believes this will help in the long 

run:  

I think going forward, time by time, I am developing an academic accent, like of writing 

and stuff. So, in the long run I do not think I will face some challenges and by the end of 

this year I am looking forward to mastering everything. Next year, second year, I am 

going to slay – I will be like… I will master these things. (FGI with students, November 

2018). 

Peer tutors also identified the PEP of intellectualism and enthusiasm. This was mainly created 

through some of the teaching strategies used during WURU sessions:  

 It also creates a sense of excitement and interest because last year I noticed that once 

they did their reading and could understand what is needed to do and that is when they 

started putting in the input saying this and that and they get all excited and that which is 

all we wanted. (FGI with Peer tutors, 2018). 

mine actually felt like this is a good opportunity they did not see it as because I failed my 

first assignment, I need to be here like there was even 1 yoh that child I contacted him, 

and I said can you please join us for WURU because he was consulting outside of 

WURU. He was not part of WURU and the way he was excited about joining WURU and 

for him it was like what a privilege…Some of them they do not think there is anything 

wrong they are invited because they have a privilege to be invited to WURU you know. 

(FGI with Peer tutors, 2018). 

Some students like Nceba and Sizwe found WURU sessions helpful in terms of their academics 

but also outside of their academic lives. For example, in her reflective journal entry Nceba wrote: 
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From students’ comments presented above, the pedagogical practice adopted in WURU have 

created the PEP of intellectualism and enthusiasm whereby students get interested and excited 

when they engage in WURU activities.  

9.4.3 Corporate agency 

Based on the data presented in chapters 7, 8 and 9, students and their tutors exercised corporate 

agency. In other words, the group work focus of WURU meant that students and peer tutors 

operated as corporate agents. In this section, I show how students, during WURU sessions 

operated as corporate agents and how this impacted their personal and social identities.  

Thus, although students entered WURU as primary agents, they were able to collectively 

transform themselves by working together. For example, Dudu mentions being motivated 

because of working together with her group members. She also felt that the WURU group 

sessions were helpful and productive. As such, through participating in the collective, for 

example working in groups, they are able to complete particular projects such as tackling an 

assignment question or concepts. Nceba captures this well when she says that by working 

together, they “…define the concepts whereby we discuss the values and norms together giving 
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different definitions that is how I got more definitions and different understanding”. John also 

shared his experience saying that “Being in a group helped to participate in discussions. You get 

a chance to speak. We also had the chance to discuss what we should include in our essays.” As 

students’ comments show, being part of WURU and engaging in its practices transforms them 

from primary to corporate agents. In this case, students relied on each other and also used each 

other as resources. 

Sizwe gave an example of corporate agency shaping his role as a student. For example, in the 

reflection, though he was part of the group, Sizwe remained a primary agent by observing. 

However, he later on acknowledged the importance of corporate agency by mentioning the role 

of his friends: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Sisanda being part of WURU provided a platform in which they “built each other up” as 

they engaged in different activities (FGI with students October 2018). Sisanda was particularly 

happy about the WURU group setting arguing that such a space made communication easier but 
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also gave her a voice. She said, “The group setting was also helpful because it was easier to 

communicate with each other. You are not scared. You can raise your voice. Anything that you 

do not know and didn’t understand in the lecture.” She also wrote in the reflective journal about 

group discussions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another example in which students exercised corporate agency outside of WURU was by 

forming study groups. For example, as indicated in section 7.4 Dudu formed a study group with 

her friends. Again, there might other factors that pushed students to form groups, but they 

acknowledged that it was because of WURU that they were able to do so. 

Peer tutors on the other hand encouraged corporate agency by creating groups outside of WURU. 

These two peer tutors created WhatsApp groups with their students.  

Like WhatsApp you can also send them reminders to say remember we will be focusing 

on this today or think along these particular lines of things. So, by the time they come 

they do not have an excuse and those that are not really kin on reading for them now that 

they have a page that is highlighted you know they want to showcase to everyone I made 

reading as well. So, yah the use of tech even though you are not there it can help them 

push on their own.  

I remember last year we had a WhatsApp group because some of the people used to back 

and say OMG that session helped, I was feeling down and that. So, it helps them 

emotionally because the truth of the matter this stuff makes you stressed (they laugh) it 

really does freak you out and I think once you are able to deal with that it really is 

helpful. 

 

Through statements such as those presented above students and peer tutors identify the PEPs of 

corporate agency. Students showed that, as their agency changed from primary to social or 
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corporate within the confines of WURU, their identity also changed from personal to collective. 

They recognised themselves as part of a group working for a common goal. Margaret Archer 

(2000) explains that corporate agents have “capacities for articulating shared interest, organising 

for collective action, generating social movements, and exercising corporate influence in 

decision making” (p. 266). In this sense, corporate agency would enable students to no longer be 

collectives that things happen to, but rather collectives that make things happen. This is because, 

as Margaret Archer (1995, p.258) argues, corporate agents are “aware of what they want, can 

articulate it to themselves and others, and have organised in order to get it” (Archer, 1995, 

p.258). However, Margaret Archer (1995, p.259) also reminds us that a primary agent in one 

domain may be a corporate agent in another in any particular T1 since these categories are not 

fixed but can change over time. In other words, while students may work together in WURU as 

data suggests, they are still primary agents outside of that setting. For example, they are not 

actively involved in making decisions around WURU and how it is structured, and nor are they 

involved in the decision making about Education Studies 1 curriculum, pedagogy, assessment 

and course material. Students’ narratives indicate that they recognise the efforts of others in their 

academic success.  

9.4.4 Growth in reflexivity  

Another PEP to emerge from the data is the growth in reflexivity. This section shows how 

students mediated the potential CEPs and SEPs, through their different modes of reflexivity. 

Students showed growth in their reflexivity by the way they talked about the discourses and their 

experience in WURU. However, the growth in reflexivity was promoted through strategies peer 

tutors used during WURU sessions. For example, the comment below from one peer tutor is an 

example in the way reflexivity was promoted:  

I had this wonderful debate WURU activities it was at end of the year and we were 

talking about race. They were so divided go think over during T.W they still had not made 

up their mind and it has been playing on their mind, but I think questions like that stick 

with them that will help develop them as students. I also do a lot of questioning where 

they can on a lot of their own. For example, one of them was a Muslim and I asked them 

how you would deal with the whole religious aspect when you go into this type of school. 

Just to make them think. As soon as you relate to themselves, they can understand better. 

(FGI with peer tutors, 2018). 
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Students also showed growth in reflexivity in their reflective journal. For example, Sisanda, 

wrote in her journal that: 

 

 

 

 

 

In the comment above, Sisanda is applying the autonomous reflexivity. In this case she is willing 

to seek help at whatever cost to overcome the conditioning effects of structure and culture. 

Students’ comments on their participation in group discussion relate to Shabanza’s (2017, p.163) 

argument that academic literacies-based community of practices provide “a space for students to 

venture beyond the rules and procedures to explore and practice disciplinary genres and 

conventions through reflective practice”. Hence, this kind of set up that WURU provides 

promotes growth in reflexivity as Sisanda’s comments indicate. In the same vein, Dudu also 

showed growth in reflexivity in one of her journal entries as shown below: 
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Bongani shows ultimate levels of reflection when he commented about his experience of being 

part of WURU. For example, his comment below shows him reflecting on what academic 

writing entails:  

What I have learnt is that academic writing has to do with formalities in a university 

setting and it adores and values research experiments credible scholars and obviously 

well-structured sentences, grammar, spelling and all these kinds of formalities that you 

have to apply and follow.  

9.4.5 Personal friendships and belonging 

Data also suggests that WURU provided space that enabled the PEP of personal friendships and 

belonging. This was mainly identified by peer tutors who indicated that WURU is more than an 

academic intervention programme. For example, this peer tutor describes WURU as “Everything 

that is said is exactly that skills, support group. Some students are worried about not being 

friends or having friends.” Another peer tutor commented that WURU offers more than skills. 

She describes WURU as offering a family that students can depend on: 

… but at the same there is also the family and mentoring that comes in. You see the 

evidence of that when we do our last WURU session they are like ooh I actually had a 

family here so that at some point and I guess knowing that there is help available as a 

student when you know I can actually go and call on someone you know. (FGI with peer 

tutors, 2017). 

Similarly, another peer tutor describes WURU as a space that provides safety to students. In this 

space student feel safe to be themselves without judgement (see section 8.2.2) for evidence on 

this. Sizwe also described WURU as “home” in his reflective journal.  
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The comments above paint WURU as a space which provides students with the opportunity to 

build new friendships and support structures in what for some of these students was initially an 

alien space. The sense of belonging WURU provides students boosted their confidence to learn 

and achieve their goals.  

9.4.6 Taking on the role of student/actor 

Students took on the role of student and/or actor as a result of participating in WURU and its 

practices. For example, WURU’s pedagogical practices positioned students as corporate agents. 

Thus, by being part of groups in WURU, students take on the role of “student actor”. They had 

to contribute towards the discussions and other activities. For example, Nceba reflexively elected 

to activate her agency by engaging with the readings and also seeking help: “For the second 

assignment I was able to go through the readings on my own and with the help of the WURU 

sessions so.”  In one of her reflections Dudu also decided she would read ahead of her 

assignment which would help with anxiety. In this instance both Nceba and Dudu decided to 

exercise their agency by embodying the role of student actor by taking the responsibility for their 

academic success. 

 

 

 

 

Like Dudu, Sisanda also reflects her experience of being part of WURU sessions and the 

comment in her reflective journal reveals what she intends to do to succeed.  
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As students change their practices and take on new ways of being, thinking and feeling, they 

embody a new identity, that of actors and in the process. As discussed in chapter 4 section 4.6.3 

Margaret Archer argues that as human beings we are layered with three strata, namely persons, 

agents, and actors and these strata are irreducible to one another.  For students in this study being 

part of WURU ‘transformed’ them by taking the role of a student. 

As they embody the role of student, they activate the PEP of responsibility as the two students 

below indicate in their reflective journals: 
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In the reflections above, Sisanda and Sizwe also develop the PEP of responsibility. For example, 

they write about the importance of time management personally but also as a group. In their 

reflective journal entries below, Nceba and Sizwe share same sentiments about the importance of 

planning and time management.  

 

 

Being part of WURU, Sizwe, Sisanda, Nceba came to realise the importance of time 

management and planning as enabling factor in their academic success. WURU as a space 

provides students with these resources that are beneficial in their academic endeavours.   
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9.4.7 Mastery of disciplinary discourses and academic literacy practices 

Students’ participation in WURU also activated the PEP of mastery of disciplinary discourses 

and of academic literacy practices. WURU provided opportunities for students to master the 

disciplinary discourses and of academic literacy practices. For example, peer tutors used debates 

and discussions that allowed students to activate the PEP of disciplinary discourses and of 

academic literacy practices. For instance, one peer tutor talks about the importance of discussing 

content, using questions to get students “engage with the course content with other”. Another 

peer tutor also uses debates to get students to evoke their critical thinking and form their own 

perspectives and voice which are critical in an academic setting: “I would say what do you think 

and in that they form their own perspective. What their own views are so yah the group is good 

for debate (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). Additionally, another peer tutor also used debates as a 

strategy to help students engage in discussions. She also talked about using “questioning where 

they can think a lot of their own. Just to make them think. As soon as you relate to themselves, 

they can understand better (FGI with peer tutors, 2017). 

Data presented in this section reveals that students occupy various roles and how students choose 

to personify those roles is different for all as indicated above. The data presented in section 9.3 

shows that WURU afforded students the opportunity to activate different PEPs depending on 

what situation they were facing. Some students, for example, developed corporate agency to 

achieve their goals. In addition, the various practices employed in WURU enabled some student 

to grow their reflexivity from being fragmented to autonomous. As students engaged in activities 

provided by WURU, they also activated the PEP of intellectualism and enthusiasm because 

being part of WURU did not feel like a punishment as some had previously thought. In a 

summary, what the section on PEPs alludes to is that students in WURU gained more than 

academic literacy practices. WURU facilitated the development of these PEPs as by-products of 

academic literacy practices. Through their quest to become academically literate, students were 

transformed personally and academically as data has shown. For example, students such as 

Bongani mentioned developing critical thinking, and Sisanda noticed that she thinks differently 

since she enrolled in WURU. For Nceba, she explained that she now reads differently. As they 

went through these transformations, there also agential elaborations and in this case, as such 

Archer, M., (1995, p.282) explains, the “person” became both the “agent” and the “actor”.   
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9.4.8 Peer tutors’ agential elaboration 

Another piece of interesting evidence to emerge from the study relates to peer tutors’ agential 

elaboration. While the study is not about peer tutors, I felt it is important to highlight this 

because it contributes to how WURU doesn’t just benefit students alone. Peer tutors also 

experienced changes as they engaged in activities with students. For peer tutors, being part of 

WURU transformed their academic literacy practices. Below are comments from the peer tutors 

explaining these claims further: 

I think even what the tutors get out of WURU…because we are all students. How does 

WURU play a part in our own Academic Literacy our own Academic life, growing in our 

careers, on our CVs (FGI with peer tutors, 2018). 

The peer tutor acknowledges what being part of WURU can contribute beyond their academic 

lives. It is a space that provides opportunities for the peer tutors to build their academic careers.  

Since I have started WURU my marks have improved. That is the only things that have 

changed, and I am blaming WURU for that (laughs) (FGI with peer tutors, 2018). 

WURU has also enabled peer tutors to activate the PEP of reflexivity. For instance, these two 

peer tutors talked about gaining an awareness about their practices:  

I think it has made me a lot more aware of my own practices not just doing things. You 

know I am thinking what I am doing so that when I speak to students, we share those 

practices, and we have to think about why we have to do them like that 

For me it is not WURU per se, but it is working in the Writing Centre generally. If I have 

a problem in terms of reading or something, I ask myself what I would do if a student 

approached me. How would I solve these problems? And that kind of …. it helps with 

where I want to go. (FGI with peer tutors, 2018). 

Peer tutors’ comments also reveal that being part of WURU activated new personal goals for 

some. For example, in the comment below, this peer tutor reveals it is not just about improving 

your marks:  

I think it also makes you as peer tutor to be on point with your own studies because you 

work on the students. I have my own things to go and do. You also want to know more so 

that you are able to help. I have kept my course pack from 1
st
 year up to now and people 

are thinking are you mad why are you keeping those things and I say a teacher never 

throws any book. Here and you get an assignment and I remember Piaget said something 
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let me go and check. Your own academic writing becomes even better. Because you are 

sort of refreshed with first year material. (FGI with peer tutors, 2018). 

I think it also helps you remember the content. I know it sounds horrible coz you do not 

remember things from first year (FGI with peer tutors, 2018). 

Data presented in the previous two sections indicates that WURU serves a dual purposes 1) the 

development of first year students’ academic literacy practices and 2) peer tutors in return get to 

develop as well as evidence above has shown.  

9.5 Structural-cultural elaboration or reproduction 

While students experience morphogenesis personally and in their academic literacy practices as 

data has shown in chapter 9 and throughout in this chapter, evidence suggests that the university 

SS and CS are reproduced (morphostasis) and not elaborated on (morphogenesis). In this case, 

university practices, Education Studies 1 disciplinary discourses and literacy practices remained 

unchallenged, hence creating a situational logic of containment and protection and, in Margaret 

Archer’s terms, this situational logic leads to morphostasis.  

This evidence also reaffirms what has been discussed in section 3.3 about the support 

programme adopting an assimilation approach. In other words, WURU also operates in the 

academic socialisation model discussed in chapter 2 in which students are inducted into the 

university practices. This continues the perpetuation of students as needing support . This finding 

also contradicts what the coordinator spoke about in chapter 7. Hence, while WURU brought 

change into students’ PEPs as discussed in chapter 8 and this chapter, it also reproduced the 

structure and culture of the university (Archer, 2004). In this case, WURU is still to a certain 

extent underpinned by deficit ideologies where students are the problem who need to be ‘fixed’ 

allowing the university academic literacy practices continue to be unchallenged.  

9.6 Summary of the chapter 

The objective of this chapter was to present students’ personal emergent properties (PEPs) that 

emerged as a result of their participation in WURU. The evidence as presented in this chapter 

indicates that students did go through the morphogenesis of agency. They gained confidence and 

created personal friendships, while WURU gave them space to belong and also showed the 
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power of group settings in enabling students to grow their agency and master disciplinary 

discourses and literacy practices. Students like Bongani and Sizwe speak of changes in their 

thinking because of participating in WURU. The change as discussed above is also reflected in 

peer tutors’ identity. The analysis also showed that while students experienced morphogenesis, 

the cultural and structural system of the university still remained unchallenged leading to a 

situation logic of containment and protection. In other words, WURU still forms an academic 

socialisation model in which students have to change their literacy practices and conform to the 

desired university academic practices.  

The next chapter provides a conclusion to the study. 
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CHAPTER TEN: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS AND 

CONCLUSION 

10.1 Introduction  

Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9 have presented and discussed the findings of my study in relation to the 

literature review and theoretical framework. These chapters work together to trace a narrative 

about how WURU, an embedded academic literacy intervention programme, shaped first-year 

B.Ed. student’s academic literacy practices. In this chapter, I draw this presentation and 

discussion of findings together to respond to my research questions and show how these 

responses relate to the already existing perspectives on academic literacy and support discussed 

in chapters 1, 2 and 3, respectively. I discuss the implications of my research findings for 

practice, as well as future directions for research into embedded academic support in higher 

education.  

The main research question of this study was: What is the efficacy of an embedded academic 

literacy support programme in shaping the academic literacy practices of a select number of first-

year Bachelor of Education students? 

The research sub-questions were as follows: 

1. How do structural conditions shape students’ academic literacy practices and agency?  

2. How do cultural conditions shape students’ academic literacy practices and agency? 

3. What shifts, resistances and affordances are apparent in students’ academic literacy 

practices during the embedded academic literacy support programme?   

4. What are the agential possibilities that emerge during the students’ participation in the 

embedded support programme? 

My aim in this project was to investigate the effects of WURU as an embedded academic literacy 

support programme, so as to describe and understand how it shapes the academic literacy 

practices of the first-year B.Ed. students who attend it. I sought to gain insight into WURU by 

examining, firstly, the participants’ perceptions and experiences of the structural and cultural 

conditions within the intervention programme and, secondly, the evidence of students’ written 

work and marks for the Education Studies 1 course, so as to track how the structural and cultural 
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conditions enabled or constrained the students’ development of academic literacy practices. In 

this way, I aimed to identify those properties and interactions that have the most significant 

effect in helping students to develop the kinds of reading and writing practices that are valued in 

the academic domain. 

My starting point in chapters 1, 2 and 3 was a discussion of the study’s context in the field of 

academic literacy support, and the observation, widely supported in the literature, that despite an 

increase in the number and diversity of students accessing higher education, this is not 

translating into success as envisioned by governments and universities. Thus, chapter 1 provided 

the rationale and background of my study by discussing problems around access and success, 

and how these influence the kinds of academic support provided to students. I focused 

particularly on South Africa, and how the country’s unique political history of colonisation and 

apartheid has made questions of access to higher education highly politicised. The chapter thus 

discussed the research problem, bringing out the mismatch between the preparation that students 

receive at school in terms of academic literacy practices, and the very different expectations they 

encounter at university, hence making a case for why there is a need for effective academic 

support programmes. The necessity of understanding the dynamics of academic support in South 

Africa thus established, my project focusing on WURU as an embedded support programme 

comes into focus.  

Chapters 2 and 3 provided the conceptual framework and historical account of academic literacy 

support in South Africa. Drawing on Lea and Street’s foundational work (1998) on the 

autonomous and ideological models of literacy, chapter 2 foregrounded how conceptualising 

literacy and academic support according to these two contrasting models has shaped the way 

academic literacy support is structured and provided to students in higher education. Chapter 3 

then provided a literature review of the evolution of academic support in South African higher 

education, examining the discourses that shaped academic support programmes internationally 

and therefore within South Africa. The chapter showcased the paradigm shifts that shaped the 

different phases of academic support programmes in South African higher education, from 

academic support to academic development and then institutional development. This chapter also 

situated the WURU programme within the context of academic support in South Africa, arguing 

for why the programme is a suitable case study for my project. 
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Chapter 4 provided the theoretical framework underpinning the study, Margaret Archer ’s social 

realist theory and the morphogenetic approach, and chapter 5 focused on the methodology of the 

study. Social realism was selected as theoretical framework for the study because it provided me 

with tools to reveal both institutional and personal factors, both of which are central to literacy as 

understood in the ideological model. 

Chapter 6 provided a profile of the student participants foregrounding their prior literacy 

practices and their ultimate concerns at T1 before they enrolled in the intervention programme. 

This chapter shed light on patterns of literacy practices, English as a dominant language and its 

influence on students’ literacy practice, etc., structural, and cultural conditioning and agential 

conditions of the students that they bring with them to WURU. For example, the chapter 

highlighted the impact schooling has on students’ literacy practices. Thus, chapters 6 and 7 

provide the backdrop for the discussion of the T2-T3 phase in chapters 8 and 9 which is T4. 

Chapter 7 then provided the more immediate context by giving a profile of WURU showcasing 

structural and cultural conditioning at T1. The aim was to set out the more large-scale, inflexible 

structural and cultural conditions within which the programme functions, conditions that create 

enabling or constraining situations through which the participants engaged in WURU. The major 

structural and cultural conditions identified in chapter 6 were the language of teaching and 

learning (LOLT), academic discourses and practices, course content, and the people (peer tutors).   

These two chapters presented the findings and discussion of the study. Chapter 9 focused on T4 

of the morphogenetic cycle as it emerged in the study. This chapter focused on the elaboration 

and/or reproduction of existing structural, cultural, and personal properties. These chapters are 

crucial in understanding the efficacy of the academic literacy support programme and how it 

shaped student’s literacy practices. 

This final chapter synthesises the findings of the study in terms of the research questions to draw 

out the key findings and significance of the study. This will include a discussion of the main 

contributions of the study and implications for academic support practice. I will end by assessing 

the limitations of the study and making recommendations for further research on embedded 

academic support programmes. I will now discuss each of my research sub-questions in turn. 



240 

 

Question 1: How do structural conditions shape students’ academic literacy practices and 

agency?  

Since WURU does not operate in isolation but within the broader context of the university, its 

practices are influenced by the university’s structures and cultures, and more broadly by the 

structures of capital, both real and symbolic, that shape higher education globally (see chapter 7). 

Significant SEPs that condition students’ academic literacy practices and agency are encountered 

both prior to and within WURU, and overall these properties constrain both students’ academic 

literacy practices and their agency, and therefore initiate the phase T2-T3 (see chapter 8). My 

findings support previous studies that emphasise the significance of poor schooling in 

constraining students’ academic literacy practices and agency (see chapter 7). The study finds the 

same mismatch between students’ prior literacy practices and the standard of academic literacy 

expected at university discussed by Scott (2017a; 2018) and Namakula and Prozesky (2019). 

This mismatch affects the way students respond to the academic demands of tertiary study (see 

chapter 8). As highlighted in chapter 1, the poor schooling system is a result of the country’s 

history of colonisation and apartheid, and subsequent quarter century of mismanagement under 

the democratic government (see Butler, 2013; CHE Report, 2013; Eybers, 2018; Layton, 2012; 

Mkhize & Balfour, 2017; Scott, 2018). This history has created seemingly insurmountable 

structural inequalities that include the education system. Such structural conditions have had an 

impact on the availability of literacy resources and of literacy sponsors. What this implies is that 

poverty and marginalisation mean that students have unequal and fluctuating access to these as 

shown in chapter 7. 

The most important CEPs revealed by the participants in their interviews are the Education 

Studies 1 course with its rules and regulations, and the LOLT which is English. The student 

participants identified the following as constraining properties associated with the Education 

Studies 1 course: the amount of readings they had to go through coupled with difficult with 

comprehension, vocabulary, essay genre, the content itself which is difficult conceptually, and 

the rules that govern academic reading and writing (see my discussion in chapters 7 and 8). As 

discussed in chapters 7 and 8 students felt reading articles was a challenge, particularly the 

vocabulary they encountered when reading, and it also hindered their engagement and 

participation in WURU sessions (see chapters 1, 2, 3 and 7).  
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Despite the constraints mentioned above, there are some enabling structural factors revealed by 

the study. The most significant of these is WURU’s use of peer tutors, who act as enabling 

factors in students’ development of academic literacy practices and agency. The peer tutors, as 

implementers of the intervention programme, “shape the social environment to be inhabited” 

(Archer, M., 1995, p.201) making it a safe space for students. As discussed in chapters 9 and 10, 

the peer tutors thus offer students what Archer, M., (2012, p.99) calls “relational goods such as 

inspiration, care and trust” that lecturers cannot provide. The study reveals that peer tutors are 

perceived as non-threatening by the students, in contrast to their strong perception of the vertical 

authority of the lecturer role which acts as a constraint to interactions between students and 

teaching staff.  

My findings also suggest that under-preparedness takes a severe emotional and mental toll on 

students, making the nurturing aspects of peer tutors’ pedagogy even more necessary, even 

though unacknowledged in the CS and SS of the university. Here my study elaborates on earlier 

findings, such as those of Yomtov et al. who argue that a peer mentoring programme offers 

students “guidance, support and practical advice” (2017, p.26) by emphasising the emotional and 

inspirational nature of the support offered. Since as senior students tutors have been through the 

process of socialisation into academic discourses (Dison & Mendelowitz, 2017; Namakula & 

Prozesky, 2019), and many of them come from the same communities as the students, the peer 

tutors act as role models and exemplars by proving that academic success is possible (see chapter 

6, 8 and 9 for details). Thus, WURU enabled students to realise their ultimate purposes which is 

to pass and achieve a degree. Having a degree means an improvement in their socio-economic 

status that they believe the degree will bring them. 

Question 2: How do cultural conditions shape students’ academic literacy practices and 

agency? 

The most important CS with which students come into contact in terms of their success at 

university is the disciplinary discourses and literacy practices, a set of ways of reading, writing 

and thinking valued in the academic domain. My findings reinforce the importance of what 

Jacobs describes as “making explicit some of the tacit dimensions” of this discourse (2007 as 

cited in Clarence, 2011, p.110). The participants’ interviews reveal the value of “breaking down” 
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or unpacking of key concepts and assessment tasks, as this enabled students’ engagement with 

academic literacy discourse (see chapter 9). In the process students get access to “official funds 

of knowledge related to academic literacy” (Namakula & Prozesky, 2019, p.47). However, what 

my findings add to existing literature is the importance of programmes such as WURU. The 

programme’s pedagogical practice of group work enabled not only students’ understanding of 

the CS of academic literacy but also their transition from primary to corporate agency (see 

chapter 9 for discussion). Oluwole et al. (2018, p.331) argue that “acquiring the writing practices 

of the discipline can benefit from social engagement” if this process is “tied to an understanding 

of academic writing as a social practice”. Wilmot and Lotz-Sisitka (2015, p.9) claim that 

“working with peers… can provide additional support and intellectual stimulation for scholars”. 

As students and their peer tutors engage in discussion, there is an opportunity to challenge and 

change students’ existing discourses of literacy which they explain to be closer to those of the 

CS. In other words, the study revealed that making the cultural system visible and increasing the 

range of integration provided enabling conditions for students to develop academic literacy 

practices and also use their agency (see chapter 8 for more details on this). 

In terms of making the cultural system visible, both students and peer tutors identified resources 

as enabling, particularly in making the discourse easier to understand. For example, activities on 

essay writing were used to “scaffold student writing and reading development by making clear 

lecturers’ expectations” (Deyi, 2011, p.57). This also aligns with what Nichols (2017, p.41) says 

that “writing is thinking”, and this involves “critical thinking activities, such as reading tasks, 

presentations, debates, informal and formal writing, and problem solving”. This also signals to 

the importance of involving and engaging students in knowledge construction. In this case, the 

facilitation and scaffolding of academic literacy practices is embedded within the discipline of 

the Education Studies 1 course. In the process, as Namakula and Prozesky (2019) argue, such 

activities “make visible the usually transparent ideological underpinnings of dominant 

discourses”. WURU then provided a platform in which students in this study could become 

academically literate. Wingate (2015, p.6) explains that for “the ability to communicate 

competently in an academic discourse community” one has to have “an awareness of the 

epistemology of a discipline, the socio-cultural context and the norms that govern each 

discipline” (Maldoni, 2017, p.104) and activities can be used to scaffold students into acquiring 

that awareness as evidence has shown in this study.  
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This study reveals that making the cultural system visible for students makes it possible for 

students to understand disciplinary discourses. As Bury and Sheese (2016) argue, literacies 

involve mostly “tacit knowledge” (p.4), which is often taken for granted by academics when 

teaching. This pedagogical approach also alludes to the importance of making explicit the “subtle 

and partly hidden aspects of Higher Education culture, discourse and practice at the disciplinary 

level” (Haggis, 2006, p.11).  

Question 3: What shifts, resistances and affordances are apparent in students’ academic 

literacy practices during the academic literacy support programme?  

As discussed in chapters 9 and 10, the research points to a shift in students’ academic literacy 

practices. Social interactions at T2-T3 discussed in chapter 8 provided conditions that enabled 

students to change. Participants demonstrated expansion of their understanding of academic 

reading and writing practices and this improved their performance. Given the discussion 

presented above, the study found that the embedded nature of the support programme enabled 

the shift in students’ academic literacy and agency (see chapters 9 and 10 for details). This 

findings align to studies on writing centres and perhaps this is not surprising since WURU is part 

of the writing centre (Archer, A & Richards, 2011; Dison and Mendelowitz, 2017; Dowse & van 

Rensburg, 2011; Namakula & Prozesky, 2019) and writing groups (Oluwole et al., 2018; 

Shabanza, 2017; Wilmot & McKenna, 2018; Wilmot & Lotz-Sisitka, 2015). For example, 

Archer A. and Richards (2011, p.8) explain in learning spaces such as the writing centre 

“students can develop confidence through experimenting with genre, style and voice without 

being penalized for ‘getting it wrong’ or speaking out of turn”. In the evidence presented in this 

thesis, the intervention programme is described as a ‘safe space’ or learning community in which 

students feel safe to share their ‘ignorance’ as one participant put it without feeling judged (see 

chapter 9). Evidence shows that students participating in WURU built their confidence and for 

some this motivated them and they felt a sense of belonging (see chapter 10). As discussed in 

chapter 4, Margaret Archer (2000) writes about being part of a collectivity or belonging to a 

group of people who share a common social status or life experience. This finding on the sense 

of belonging does confirm what Thomas (2012) said about the importance of belonging. Gee 

(1996, p. vii) argues that the way we think, feel, and speak is in part shaped or influenced by the 
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social groups we identify with. Such similar observations are shared by Ivanič (1998 as cited in 

Simpson, 2011, p.178) who also argues that writers change as they meet new communities.  

Participants recognised that WURU practices had enabled them to know how academic literacy 

practices work in a university setting. Thus, evidence presented in thesis attests to what Gee 

(1996) and Ivanič (1998) suggest. The study shows an expansion in students’ learning and 

agency, involving enhanced reflexivity, confidence and mastery of the language of academic 

literacy (see chapter 9 for detailed discussion and the next section below).  

The study shows that there was an elaboration of students’ PEPs but reproduction of SS and CS 

of the university (see chapter 10). In other words while WURU is built on a transformative 

agenda and underpinned by an academic literacies ontology, evidence suggests it still applies an 

academic socialisation ideology which is to induct students into the university practices without, 

as Clarence (2019, p.122) argues, “critiquing the social practices the writer is engaged in, and 

more on helping the writer meet the standard set for their text or writing” (see section 3.3 and 3.4 

for more details). In this case, WURU aims to socialise students into “dominant modes and 

forms of academic writing to meet a tacit standard” (Clarence, 2019, p.124). This is what WURU 

does equipping students with acceptable new ways of thinking, speaking, reading and writing 

practices (Clarence, 2019; Dison & Clarence, 2017; Lea & Street, 1998; Mckenna, 2004; 

Sheridan, 2010; Van Dyk & van de Poel, 2013). See the discussion in chapter 3 as well. 

However, in the process university practices and culture still remain the same, hence focusing on 

making students change to fit in rather than the university change (see section 3.3 and 3.4 for 

more discussion on this.). Clarence (2019) questions these kind of practices and although her 

focus is on writing centres, she believe it does raise questions around WURU and it practices. 

WURU’s role’s in enabling students develop the dominant disciplinary and literacy practices 

cannot be denied as evidence presented in this thesis shows, but it also falls into the trap 

associated with writing centres that Clarence (2019) writes about.  Thus, this study does agree 

with Clarence’s argument that there a gap between what academic literacy programmes such as 

WURU and writing centre do at the conceptual level and what happens practically.   
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Question 4: What are the agential possibilities that appear as a result of participating in the 

embedded academic intervention programme? 

Margaret Archer (1995; 2004) states that the interaction of people (structure and culture) and 

parts results in morphogenesis or morphostasis. While agency can, through its emergent 

properties and powers, result in structural and cultural elaboration or reproduction, it is in turn 

transformed during the process. This transformation of agency is “double morphogenesis”. 

Emergent properties illustrate tendencies of the agent to be working with others or promoting 

social interactions (see discussion in chapters 8 and 9). During the morphogenetic phases, T2-T3 

and T4, structural emergent properties (SEPs) and cultural emergent properties (CEPs) and 

personal emergent properties (PEPs) interacted to enable agential possibilities to emerge as 

indicated in chapter 10. 

As highlighted in chapter 8 and 9, the structure and culture of WURU conditioned agency during 

their participation in WURU. These conditions shaped ultimate concerns and projects for 

students who in return reacted in different ways to address the concerns (see chapter 8). The 

agential properties (PEPs) emerged out of interactions between SEPs, CEPS and PEPs. This 

interaction was a response to the SEPS, and CEPS happened at T2-T3 (see chapter 8). This 

interaction in this study was brought in by WURU which facilitated elaboration of agency during 

the period T2-T3. The elaborated agency at the T4 (see chapter 10) phase constitutes the pre-

conditions of the next cycle of morphogenesis represented by T1. 

The agential possibilities identified in the study as result of participating in WURU included 

growth of reflexivity, corporate agency, students as actors, mastery of disciplinary discourses 

and literacy practices, and sense of belonging (see discussion in previous section). As reported in 

chapter 10, participants’ demonstrated growth in the reflexivity by the way they reflected on 

their academic literacy practices, work and academic discourses. As they became more reflexive, 

student participants were able to critique their own practices, and also WURU practices as, for 

example, in the case of Bongani, Sizwe and Dudu. The growth in reflexivity enabled these 

student participants to question the adequacy of WURU practices, particularly their lack of input 

on course content (see section 7.2.2).   
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Participants also illustrated the transition from primary to corporate agency when they worked as 

a collective on their assignments, breaking down content, discussing the key concepts, sharing 

ideas. For example, participants identified group discussions and promoted learning new ways of 

doing and being. WURU, therefore, contributed to creating a space in which participants would 

collaborate and build each other up. In other words, WURU enabled students to change their 

agency from primary to social or corporate and in the process their identity also changed from 

personal to collective. 

Related to the above, the study revealed that there was a shift in student role to that of a social 

actor. Margaret Archer refers to this as double morphogenesis (1995, p.247). Margaret Archer 

refers to agents who transform structures as corporate agents because they are “active” in the 

service of their vested interests rather than “passive” (Archer, M., 1995, p.260). Therefore, for 

“the morphogenetic perspective requires agency to be reflective, purposive, promotive and 

innovative, if social interaction is indeed to operate as the mechanism responsible for stability 

and change” (1995, p.249). Mandikonza and Lotz-Sisitka (2016, p.123) state that the “changes in 

agency and identity are part of emergent properties and interactions, they are unique to the 

individuals involved in the interactions”. For example, participants developed an interest in 

reading outside of the Education Studies, for example in the case of Nceba, or the creating of a 

study group in the case of Dudu.  

When students engage in activities and tasks embedded within disciplinary discourses, they 

develop “critical thinking and analytical skills” (Maldoni, 2017, p.108).  Students develop the 

kind of critical thinking skills that are valued in the academic domain as it currently stands. They 

desire the social capital that a degree will give them, and the doors of opportunity it will open for 

them. But, they are not yet questioning why this particular form of literacy is so powerful, the 

colonial history of academic literacy in South Africa and around the world. This would be the 

kind of critical thinking that would prompt the elaboration of the CS of the university itself. 

10.2 Contribution to knowledge 

My study cuts across three fields, academic support and development, higher education studies, 

and academic literacy studies. This study revealed that an embedded academic literacy support 

programme can bring about change in students’ academic literacy practices and agency. WURU 
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created a space in which students could comfortably engage in the academic discourses which 

afford them the opportunity to develop academically and personally. The study contributes to the 

literature by providing an explanatory account of how an embedded academic intervention 

programme such as WURU can and does enable or constrain students’ development of the 

academic literacy practices. Through this embedded academic intervention programme, this 

study adds to what is known about the importance of embedding academic support programmes 

into specific disciplines to realise full benefits. As such, the aim of WURU coincides with the 

students’ own personal project, which is to pass Ed Studies 1 (and by extension all their courses) 

and get their degree. This is a major reason why embedding academic support works – studies 

that use a literacy theory focus tend to emphasise that embeddedness works because it can teach 

the literacy practices important to that specific discipline. This study adds a new insight to the 

existing understanding of why an embedded academic support programmes succeed in enabling 

students develop academic literacy practices. Thus, this study cements the importance of 

embedded academic support programmes, particularly for student agency.  

In addition, the study contributes theoretically and methodologically to research that seeks to 

trace transformation of practice and agency following an intervention. It illustrates how change 

in student academic literacy practice was tracked using Margaret Archer’s morphogenetic 

approach (1995). Emerging from this contribution is that the study showed that it is possible to 

use a morphogenetic framework (see chapter 4 for more details) to examine how an intervention 

programme shaped students’ academic literacy practices. 

The study also contributes to the understanding of the importance of pedagogical practices 

employed by academic support programmes in facilitating students’ academic literacy practices 

and epistemic access, for example, the use of group discussions, the dialogical approach and 

question and answer all afforded students the opportunity to acquire disciplinary discourses (see 

discussion in chapter 7).  As indicated in this study, participants found the pedagogical practices 

useful in ensuring that they contribute towards knowledge creation rather than being passive 

recipients. Thus, the intervention also contributes to understanding the importance of corporate 

agency in enabling the development of academic literacies.   
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10.3 Limitations of the Study 

There are two limitations identified in this study. One of the limitations of this study is that it 

was a small-scale research with only seven student participants. However, the use of multiple 

data collection and inclusion of peer tutors enabled me to make up for the small number of 

students participants.  

The second limitation to study is the self-selection of students in the sense that they continued to 

attend WURU, and this tended to position them as meta-reflexive agents and thus the findings 

could be skewed. This insight also has implications for practice. If academic support 

programmes currently depend on students continuing to attend voluntarily, how could they be 

redesigned to help other kinds of reflexives to realise the value of the support and keep coming? 

This is also an area for further research. 

10.4 Recommendations and further research 

Emerging from the study is the need for further research in the following areas: 

There is an opportunity to investigate in greater detail the literacy practices of students at school 

level. This would enable the university and academic support practitioners to tailor academic 

support programmes that would enable students to succeed.  

In addition, further research could also be conducted to examine the efficacy of an embedded 

intervention programme for students beyond their first year. It would be valuable to understand 

whether students have been fully equipped with the necessary cultural capital to succeed beyond 

their first year. Tracking students who have previously participated in WURU provides an 

insight into the impact WURU has had on education students’ academic literacy practices. 

Quantitative research could be carried out as well to measure the efficacy in the first year 

students since it is offered to all students.  

There is an opportunity to further investigate how the collaboration between WURU and 

lecturers contributes to it success in terms of enabling students’ development of academic 

literacy practices.  Lastly, there is an opportunity to investigate in greater detail the efficacy of 
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the intervention programme on peer tutors’ development in terms of academics, agency and/or 

identity.  

10.5 Concluding remarks 

This study drew on a social realist framework to examine how an embedded academic literacy 

support programme (WURU) shaped first-year Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) students’ 

academic literacy practices. The study set out to examine the structural and cultural conditions 

within WURU that enabled or constrained students’ learning as they participated in the 

programme. The findings of this study confirm research findings that embedded academic 

literacy support programmes are effective in enabling students to gain epistemic access and 

discipline discourses. The study has demonstrated that academic literacy support programmes 

such as WURU are useful in enabling students to develop agency which is needed for their 

success. There was evidence in the data that students were indeed given opportunities and a 

space in which they mastered disciplinary discourses and literacy practices, gained confidence, 

worked as team, formed friendships and became reflexive.   

The findings of the study reveal that WURU provided enabling situations in which the cultural 

system (CS) of academic literacy was made visible for students. This was done by unpacking 

assignments, questions and key concepts. Further, the findings also revealed that WURU 

provided a space, in which students engaged, discussed and shared ideas and this made them 

more confident about themselves and academic literacy practices.  

The study has also demonstrated that using peer tutors in such programmes is an added 

advantage because they offer students the pedagogy of care. Because they are the same age and 

have also gone through similar experiences, peer tutors are in a better position to enable first year 

students (see discussion in section 7.2.2.4 and 9.4.8). This approach contributes to the 

understanding that peer tutors are valuable and play crucial role in the success of programmes 

such as WURU and the development of competencies in students. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Permission letter to the students 

 

LETTER TO STUDENT DATE: 8/5/2017 

Dear Student 

 

My name is Halima Namakula. I am a full-time PhD student at the Witwatersrand School of 

Education. You are being invited to participate in a research study that will be investigating the 

role of an embedded academic literacy intervention programme and how it shapes first year 

B.Ed. students’ academic literacy practices. Your participation in the study would be valued. 

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research is to examine how an embedded academic literacy programme 

shapes academic literacy practices for a selected group of first-year students involved in the 

intervention programme.  

PROCEDURES 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you would be asked to do the following: Participate 

in three interviews at the beginning of the year, middle of the year and at the end of the year. The 

interviews will last approximately between 30 and 45 minutes. The interviews will be conducted 

at a time and place that suits you and will focus on your experiences of academic literacy 

practices before taking part in the intervention programme and how you have experienced the 

intervention programme after enrolling in the programme and what your perceptions are of the 

intervention programme. The interview will be audio-taped and the tape recording will be 

transcribed for the purposes of analysing what was said. I will carry out approximately three 

interview sessions during school terms from March 2016 to October 2016. These will be audio 

recorded unless you as a participant request otherwise.  

 

The study will also involve observations that will happen during activities planned for students 

during the intervention programme. The observations will be video recorded and later 

transcribed. In addition to the interviews and observations, you will be asked to submit three 

course assignments in Education Studies. The assignments will form part of the discussion 

during the interview and with your permission will be photocopied and used as data by the 

researcher. The researcher will share her comments and suggestions on the assignments, where 

relevant, with you. This discussion will have no impact whatsoever on your achieved mark. 

In addition to the above, you will also be requested to write a reflective journal in which you 

reflect upon your experiences in the intervention programme and in other overlapping 

educational contexts that are related to how you use the academic literacy skills acquired in other 

contexts. At regular periods (to be negotiated) the contents of the journal will be photocopied and 

the original journals will be returned to you.  
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All research data will be destroyed between 3-5 years after completion of the project. 

You will not be advantaged or disadvantaged in any way. Your participation is voluntary. If you 

choose to participate you can withdraw your permission at any time during this project without 

any penalty. There are no foreseeable risks in participating and you will not be paid for 

participating in this study.  

In participating in this research there are no foreseeable risks. You and the university’s 

anonymity in relation to my PhD study and in any publications arising from this study will be 

protected. Only my supervisors and I will have access to the raw data (interviews; journals) that I 

collect.  

For any details you can contact my supervisor, Dr Yasmine Dominguez-Whitehead on 

Yasmine.Dominguez-Whitehead@wits.ac.za and Professor Jean Baxen on 

BaxenJ@unizulu.ac.za or alternatively, you can contact me, Halima Namakula, on 

hknamakula@gmail.com  

 

I therefore kindly invite you to participate in this research. If you agree to participate in this 

research you can sign on the space provided below.  

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research and writing the reflective journal. 

Yours sincerely, 

 Halima Namakula 

PARTICIPANT’S SIGNATURE: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _DATE_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  

  

mailto:Yasmine.Dominguez-Whitehead@wits.ac.za
mailto:BaxenJ@unizulu.ac.za
mailto:hknamakula@gmail.com
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Appendix 2: Permission letter to peer tutors  

INFORMATION SHEET PEER TUTORS    DATE: 8/5/2017 

Dear peer tutors: 

My name is Halima Namakula and I am a full time PhD student conducting a research study on 

the academic literacy intervention programme and the role it plays in shaping first year B.Ed. 

students’ academic literacy practices.  

 

I am looking for peer tutors who would like to participate in my study, which is part of my 

doctoral dissertation research. I want to explore the kinds of issues (challenges, difficulties, 

advantages or disadvantages) that WURU students may have when reading/writing for regular 

course assignments and how any knowledge gathered while at WURU influences future 

academic literacy practices once these students have participated in the programme. 

 

Participation in this study, which is voluntary, involves being interviewed by me once in a focus 

group setting to ascertain your perceptions about the intervention programme and how it shapes 

students’ academic literacy practices. The focus group interviews will take approximately 30-45 

minutes. In this study you will be invited to share with me information that will prove useful for 

future WURU students, for WURU tutors, and for the WURU Program. Since the study involves 

observing students while they are engaging in activities that you facilitate, I am also seeking 

permission from you to be part of participants being observed during the time when you are 

facilitating activities planned for students during the intervention programme. The observations 

will be video recorded and later transcribed. 

This form serves to inform you that participation in this research is voluntary. You can refuse to 

participate in this research at any time if you so wish and there will be no negative consequences. 

In participating in this research there are no foreseeable risks. You and the university’s 

anonymity in relation to my PhD study and in any publications arising from this study will be 

protected. Only my supervisors and I will have access to the raw data (interviews; journals) that I 

collect.  

All research data will be destroyed between 3-5 years after completion of the project. You will 

not be advantaged or disadvantaged in any way. Your participation is voluntary. If you choose to 

participate you can withdraw your permission at any time during this project without any 

penalty. There are no foreseeable risks in participating and you will not be paid for participating 

in this study.  

If you think you might be interested in participating in this research project and therefore would 

like to know more details about it, can contact my supervisor, Dr Yasmine Dominguez-

Whitehead on Yasmine.Dominguez-Whitehead@wits.ac.za and Professor Jean Baxen on 

BaxenJ@unizulu.ac.za or alternatively, you can contact me, Halima Namakula, on 

hknamakula@gmail.com. I will be very happy to share with you a detailed explanation of the 

purposes and procedures of this investigation. 

Your participation in this study project will be very much appreciated. 

Thank you in advance for your help. 

Yours sincerely, 

Halima Namakula 

mailto:Yasmine.Dominguez-Whitehead@wits.ac.za
mailto:BaxenJ@unizulu.ac.za
mailto:hknamakula@gmail.com
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Appendix 3: Permission letter to the coordinator 

INFORMATION SHEET PROGRAMME COORDINATOR  DATE: 8/5/2017 

Dear Programme coordinator, 

My name is Halima Namakula and I am a PhD student conducting research on academic literacy 

practices and the role of an embedded academic literacy intervention programme in shaping first 

year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy practices.  

My research involves interviewing you as the coordinator of the intervention programme 

(WURU) to ascertain your experience and perception of the intervention programme and how it 

shapes students’ academic literacy practices. I am kindly inviting you to participate in this study. 

I would like to interview you and the interview will be audio tapped.  

The reason why I am inviting you to be part of the study is because you are the coordinator of the 

intervention programme which is the focus of my study. Your name and identity will be kept 

confidential at all times and in all academic writing about the study. Your individual privacy will 

be maintained in all published and written data resulting from the study.   

All research data will be destroyed between 3-5 years after completion of the project. You will 

not be advantaged or disadvantaged in any way. Your participation is voluntary. If you choose to 

participate you can withdraw your permission at any time during this project without any 

penalty. There are no foreseeable risks in participating and you will not be paid for participating 

in this study.  

Please let me know if you require any further information. If you think you might be interested in 

participating in this research project and therefore would like to know more details about it, you 

can contact my supervisor, Dr Yasmine Dominguez-Whitehead on Yasmine.Dominguez-

Whitehead@wits.ac.za and Professor Jean Baxen on BaxenJ@unizulu.ac.za or alternatively, you 

can contact me, Halima Namakula, on hknamakula@gmail.com. I will be very happy to share 

with you a detailed explanation of the purposes and procedures of this investigation. 

Thank you very much for your help.   

Yours sincerely, 

Halima Namakula 

  

mailto:Yasmine.Dominguez-Whitehead@wits.ac.za
mailto:Yasmine.Dominguez-Whitehead@wits.ac.za
mailto:BaxenJ@unizulu.ac.za
mailto:hknamakula@gmail.com
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Appendix 4: Student consent form 

Please fill in and return the reply slip below indicating your willingness to be a participant in my 

voluntary research project called: Academic literacy practices and the role of an embedded 

academic literacy intervention programme in shaping first year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy 

practices. 

My name is:  

Permission to review/collect documents/artifacts Circle one         

 I agree that (a reflective journal and 3 course assignments) can be used for this study only.  

     

 YES/NO  

Permission to observe you during WURU group session 

 I agree to be observed during the session.   

 YES/NO 

Permission to be audiotaped 

 I agree to be audiotaped during the interview or observation lesson     

 YES/NO  

 I know that the audiotapes will be used for this project only     

 YES/NO 

Permission to be interviewed 

 I would like to be interviewed for this study.    

 YES/NO  

 I know that I can stop the interview at any time and don’t have to answer all the questions 

asked.     

 YES/NO 

Permission to be videotaped 

 I agree to be videotaped during WURU sessions.    

 YES/NO  

 I know that the videotapes will be used for this project only.     

 YES/NO 

Informed Consent   

I understand that: 
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 My name and information will be kept confidential and safe and that my name and the 

name of my school will not be revealed.  

 I do not have to answer every question and can withdraw from the study at any time. 

 I can ask not to be audiotaped or videotaped  

 All the data collected during this study will be destroyed within 3-5 years after 

completion of my project. 

Sign_____________________________    Date___________________________  
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Appendix 5: Peer tutor consent form 

Please fill in and return the reply slip below indicating your willingness to be a participant in my 

voluntary research project called: Academic literacy practices and the role of an embedded 

academic literacy intervention programme in shaping first year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy 

practices. 

 I, ________________________ give my consent for the following: 

Permission to observe you during WURU sessions 

 I agree to be observed during WURU Sessions.   

 YES/NO 

Permission to be audiotaped 

 I agree to be audiotaped during the interview and observation     

 YES/NO  

 I know that the audiotapes will be used for this project only     

 YES/NO 

Permission to be interviewed 

 I would like to be interviewed for this study.    

 YES/NO  

 I know that I can stop the interview at any time and don’t have to  

 Answer all the questions asked.     

 YES/NO 

Permission to be videotaped 

 I agree to be videotaped in class.    

 YES/NO  

 I know that the videotapes will be used for this project only.     

 YES/NO 

Informed Consent   

I understand that: 

 my name and information will be kept confidential and safe and that my name and the 

name of my school will not be revealed.  

 I do not have to answer every question and can withdraw from the study at any time. 

 I can ask not to be audiotaped or videotaped  

 all the data collected during this study will be destroyed within 3-5 years after completion 

of my project. 

Sign_____________________________    Date___________________________  
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Appendix 6: Programme coordinator Consent Form  

Please fill in and return the reply slip below indicating your willingness to be a participant in my 

voluntary research project called: Academic literacy practices and the role of an embedded 

academic literacy intervention programme in shaping first year B.Ed. students’ academic literacy 

practices. 

 I, ________________________ give my consent for the following: 

Permission to be audiotaped 

 I agree to be audiotaped during the interview    YES/NO  

 I know that the audiotapes will be used for this project only    YES/NO 

Permission to be interviewed 

 I would like to be interviewed for this study.   YES/NO  

 I know that I can stop the interview at any time and don’t have to  

 Answer all the questions asked.    YES/NO 

Permission to be videotaped 

 I agree to be videotaped in class.    

 YES/NO  

 I know that the videotapes will be used for this project only.     

 YES/NO 

Informed Consent   

I understand that: 

 my name and information will be kept confidential and safe and that my name and the 

name of my school will not be revealed.  

 I do not have to answer every question and can withdraw from the study at any time. 

 I can ask not to be audiotaped  

 all the data collected during this study will be destroyed within 3-5 years after completion 

of my project. 

Sign_____________________________    Date___________________________  
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Appendix 7:   Reflective journal guidelines  

Dear student  

I would like to invite you to participate in my research study as outlined in the attached letter. As 

part of this research you are kindly requested to write a reflective journal (learning journal). A 

reflective journal is a research diary (record) of your learning experiences. This record reflects 

the progress (journey) of your learning. The reflective journal will require you to think deeply, 

critically evaluate (question) and write your experiences on being involved in the WURU 

programme.  

 
Your reflection should indicate how participation in WURU may or may not shift your academic 

literacy practices and what enables and constrains such shifts. In addition to this you can also 

outline contextual factors (within and out of WURU) which enhance (allow) or obstruct (restrict) 

your academic literacy practices. In the journal feel free to record your ‘aha’ moments, critical 

learning incidents, feelings (joys/excitements or problems), anxieties, emotions and frustrations.  

 

The reflective journal writing exercise will take place throughout the period of your first year in 

WURU. You will be kindly requested to write your reflections, at least once a week or regularly 

and particularly after attending each WURU session and other significant academic literacy 

learning experiences or key learning events/occasions that you encounter in WURU. In some 

instances, if need be, you can draw images (pictures) to illustrate your thoughts and ideas.  

 

Basically in the reflective journal you write, clarify, infer, recapture, analyse and express your 

experiences, opinions, observations, ideas, insights, thoughts and feelings on or about the 

nature of academic literacy learning within WURU.  

 

The contents of the reflective journal will be used for the purposes of research and to investigate 

how you learn academic literacy skills in WURU. I will request to engage with you about the 

contents of your journal on a regular basis and provide you with feedback on how to improve 

your future journal entries. At the end of the year the contents of the journal will be photocopied 

and the original journal will be returned to you. The photocopied material in the journal entries 

will be kept confidential, furthermore, pseudonyms will be used to protect you and for any 

unanticipated consequences that might arise.  

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research and in writing the reflective journal. 

Yours sincerely, 

Halima Namakula 

EMAIL: hknamakula@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

mailto:hknamakula@gmail.com
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Appendix 8: Example of Interview schedule 

1. For your first assignment, did you seek help? If yes what was it and where, if not Why 

not. (Probe participant to explain the nature of these experiences /workshops /courses?)  

2. Let’s think back to the second assignment. About Vygotsky, how did WURU help you 

with understanding that  assignment? Give me some examples 

3. For your second semester you focused on sociology of education. Let us also think about 

the sociological imagination how did WURU help you understand that concept  

4. How has WURU influenced/supported your learning going forward (if at all)?  

5. Which WURU strategy have YOU found most valuable? Why and how have you 

applied these?  

6. What is the one thing that has stood out for you during your participating in WURU that 

you will continue using? why do you say so 

7. What do you think has been least valuable about participating in WURU and why? 

8. If you were to tell one first year student about WURU what would you say 

9. Anything else you would like to say or add that I have not touched on? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



282 

 

Appendix 9: Examples of materials, tasks, and activities
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Appendix 10: Ethics clearance 

Wits School of Education 
27 St Andrews Road, Parktown, Johannesburg, 2193 Private Bag 3, Wits 2050, South Africa. Tel: +27 11 
717-3064 Fax: +27 11 717-3100 E-mail: enquiries@educ.wits.ac.za Website: www.wits.ac.za 

Date: 17 May 2016 
Student Number: 769068 
Protocol Number: 2016ECE001D 
Dear Halima Namakula 
Application for ethics clearance: Doctor of Education 

Thank you very much for your ethics application. The Ethics Committee in Education of the 
Faculty of Humanities, acting on behalf of the Senate, has considered your application for ethics 
clearance for your proposal entitled: 
Academic Literacy Practices and the role of an embedded academic literacy 
intervention programme in shaping first year B. Ed students’ academic literacy 
practices 

The committee recently met and I am pleased to inform you that clearance was granted. 
Please use the above protocol number in all correspondence to the relevant research parties 
(schools, parents, learners etc.) and include it in your research report or project on the title 
page. 
The Protocol Number above should be submitted to the Graduate Studies in Education 
Committee upon submission of your final research report. 
All the best with your research project. 
Yours sincerely, 
Wits School of Education 
011 717-3416 
cc Supervisor - Cc Supervisor: Dr Yasmine Dominguez- Whitehead and Prof. Jean Baxen 

 

 

 

 

 

 



292 

 

Appendix 11: Example of assessment criteria 


