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Background: Academic literacy(ies) is a major determining qualifier for success in a university
qualification. Academic literacy(ies), in this study, are seen as social practices or discourses
that occur within specific academic disciplines. Students therefore needed to ‘learn’ the
academic literacy(ies) discourse of the faculty.

Aim: This study investigated the way lecturers and the course facilitators understood literacies
and their students’ literacy demands.

Setting: The early childhood practitioners were attempting to obtain a B.Ed degree on a piloted
degree career path at a university.

Methods: Data were collected from individual and focus group interviews, one assessment
task, and one assessment report from each respective course. Two lecturers and two course
facilitators participated in the individual interviews, and three lecturers and three course
facilitators participated in the focus group interviews.

Results: The study revealed that the course facilitators” and lecturers” understanding of
literacies was not cognisant of literacy as a set of social practices, nor of the enormous changes
students needed to make at the level of identity to progress in their academic careers.

Conclusion: The findings from the study showed a disjuncture between the understanding of
the meaning of academic literacies by course facilitators and lecturers. A focused and cohesive
discussion on academic literacy needs to occur in order to facilitator the practitioners’ progress.

Keywords: academic literacies; discourses; early childhood; practitioners; ideological model of
literacy; autonomous model of literacy.

Introduction

This article deals with the concept of academic literacy(ies) and the perceptions of the course
facilitators about academic literacy(ies) and consequently their students’ literacy needs. The focus
on academic literacy was because of the fact that literacy continues to be one of the determining
factors of students’ success at university. A focus on academic literacy(ies) is required as the
number of students enrolled at universities has grown considerably (Calderon 2012). This is true
in South Africa, where after 1994, access was opened to all potential students (Butler & Van Dyk
2004:1; Council of Higher Education [CHE] 2016), and the National Qualifications Framework
(NQF) provided access and redress for many students. However, access was not necessarily
equated with success as universities have a low throughput rate (CHE 2016; McKenna 2012).
A 50% completion rate was achieved by students who enrolled at universities in 2008 (CHE 2016).
As academic literacy(ies) plays such a pivotal role in the success of the student, it is important to
understand what is meant by the term academic literacy(ies).

Academic literacy(ies)

The concept of academic literacy has a number of interpretations. However, this study uses the
concept of academic literacies (plural) as outlined (Street in Baker, Clay & Fox 1996):

Academic writing is not a single thing but an aggregation of literacy practices that make, and are made,
by the epistemologies and practices (including the use of power) of specific disciplines and other
institutional formations; that it mediates identity struggles; that it is largely transparent to instructors
socialised in a discipline, assumed; that technical solutions such as study skills do not get at the
problem (p. 118).
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This study acknowledges that the term ‘academic literacy’ in
the singular hides the complexity of the term and restricts
literacy to a singular set of practices (Henderson & Hirst
2007; Lea & Street 1998). The perception of literacies as a
set of social practices shifts the focus from the deficit
discourse of placing the blame squarely on the shoulders of
the students.

However, the study also takes cognisance of the work done
by Richards and Pilcher (2016) and Lillis and Scott (2007),
who argue that the term ‘academic literacies’ is inadequate.
Lillis and Scott (2007) state that neither the term ‘academic
literacy” in the singular or in the plural is adequate. Instead
they propose that it is viewed ‘as a field of enquiry with a
specific epistemological and an ideological stance” (Lillis &
Scott2007:5). As neither the singular nor the plural adequately
describes the complexity of academic literacy, the term
academic literacy(ies) is used in this study.

The importance of academic literacy(ies)

Academic literacy is seen as the common understanding of
the rules and conventions that most academics share and the
means that will be used to judge the students” competence
(Ballard & Clanchy 1988). Student success therefore depends
on them following the conventions and cracking the code
of reading and writing that is prized by the university
(Gee 2000).

Students need to be provided with access to the privileged
academic literacies of the university. To succeed, the students
need to take on the ‘ways of being and doing’ of the course
and the university. In other words, the students need to be
enculturated into the Discourses (deliberately capitalised)
(Gee 1996:146; Northedge 2003:19) associated with the
course. These Discourses cannot be overtly taught in a set
of introductory lectures (Boughey 2000:281), but will be
developed throughout the students’” academic career. The
Discourses need to be embedded into the course content
(Neil & Shashi 2016). The lecturers need to develop the
students” academic literacy, until ‘ways of speaking, acting,
thinking, feeling and valuing common to that discourse
become natural to them’” (Boughey 2000:281; McKenna
2004:279). If the Discourses are not made overt to the students,
they will not succeed academically and they will find it
difficult to participate in the academic Discourses of their
disciplines (Crook 2005).

This study was conducted using the third cohort of BEd
students. The students had progressed through various Early
Childhood Development (ECD) courses, which should have
ultimately prepared them for the BEd. This study focuses
on how the university lecturers and the Institute course
facilitators understood literacy(ies) and how they, thus,
perceived their students’ literacies and literacy demands. In
addition, the way in which academic literacy(ies) was
conceptualised by course facilitators and lecturers would
impact the way they developed and designed course content
and assessment tasks to meet the black majority of the student
body.
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The students enrolled on the BEd ECD career path were from
different socio-economic backgrounds and are termed
‘historically disadvantaged” students (Butler & Van 2004:1).
These students are also first-generation higher education
students. However, Higher Education Institutions (HEI)
academic literacies are mainly middle class Discoures, which
are different from their home-based Discourse. Heath's
(1983:2) study on language patterns and effects within
community, home and school setting in two working class
communities and one middle class community showed that
the language skills and values that the school valued were
those of the middle class community. The home context
therefore would not necessarily prepare students for the
more powerful and valued literacies of the universities.
Northedge (2003) notes that a difference exists between
work-based discourse and academic discourses.

Scollon and Scollon’s (1981) research supported the concept
of home literacies being different from school and that it is
usually the literacies that the children acquire from home
rather than the school that prepare children for HEI. This is
relevant to my study as the participants are mostly working
class, and live in communities where different sets of literacy
practices exist to those that are dominant in schools and
universities. This means that whatever practices students
might encounter on the courses or in schools are not affirmed
in their home contexts. The concept that the knowledge at
university is different from that of the school resonates with
Bernstein’s (1999) theory of different types of knowledge,
which he terms ‘discourses’. Bernstein (1999) distinguishes
between horizontal discourse and vertical discourse.
The horizontal discourse or common sense or ‘profane’
knowledge is the kind of knowledge that is acquired and
used in the home and local community.

In addition, McKenna (2004) found in her research that
lecturers tended to focus on surface grammar errors. This is
what Christie (1985) identifies as a model of language as
an instrument of communication, in contrast with a model
of language as a resource. The ‘model of language as an
instrument of communication” views language as a mere
conduit, carrying the meaning and message (Christie 1985).
This model of language sees thought to be independent of
language, which is merely a channel for communicating
‘pre-made’ thoughts to others (Christie 1985).

Christie contrasts this with a ‘model of language as a
resource’, which sees language use as involving choices that
are informed by context. The context, in turn, is informed
by belief systems and values. Academic literacy draws on
beliefs and values relating to what can count as knowledge,
and how it can be acquired. These beliefs, then, inform
language choices. For example, the belief that objectivity is
important in knowledge creation would lead to the use of
the passive rather than the active in some academic texts.

Closely linked to model of language as an instrument of
communication is Christie’s (1993) identification of what she



http://www.sajce.co.za�

terms the ‘Received Tradition of English Teaching’, which
‘calls for the remedying of grammatical problems, as if a
conscious knowledge of the surface rules of language is
what the students are lacking’, and assumes that if these
instructions were made overt to the students the problem
would disappear (McKenna 2004:282). As Christie (1995)
points out, grammar teaching can be related to a form of
social control — control that ultimately seeks to deny access
to powerful ways of ‘meaning-making’ by forcing students
to focus on the details of language use, which they actually
did not control, at the expense of more meaning-related
concerns.

To understand the unique nature of the career path and the
various qualifications, the history of ECD and teacher
training is required.

Historical background

In South Africa, ECD pertains to the education of any
child between the ages 0 and 9 years (Department of
Education 1995). This definition sees ECD straddling both
the pre-school and formal schooling sectors. Prior to 1995,
the in-service training of ECD practitioners had little or
no legislation controlling and setting standards for ECD
courses. ECD training was mainly carried out by non-profit
organisations with a few Further Education and Technical
and Vocational and Educational Colleges (TVET) also
offering courses. This resulted in a number of practitioners
holding ‘historic qualifications” that were issued on an ad
hoc basis with no consistency regarding the content, length
and quality of the courses (Department of Education [DE])
2001, (Department of Higher Education and Training [DHET])
and plethora of unregulated qualifications in the South African
education system was one of the reasons for the development
of the NQF, in 1995.

The NQF outlined and agreed upon standards and
qualifications and amalgamated the ECD training into one
integrated single national system (SAQA 2007). The NQF
also outlined the various qualifications and allocated
educational levels (see Figure 1). The NQF made provision
for a (limited) career path for students as they progressed
through qualification levels (SAQA 2007) (up to a level 5
qualification). This resulted in the Education and Training
Development Practices Sector Education Training Authority
(ETDP SETA) developing Unit Standards-based courses for
ECD training at levels 1-5. Exit-level outcomes were
developed for each of the levels. The ECD level 5 comprises a
large credit-bearing academic literacy fundamental course.
This is significant as, according to the NQF, a level 5 was at
the time equivalent to the first year of university. The
formulisation of ECD training provided practitioners with
the opportunity to obtain formal ETDP SETA qualifications
at all levels, after successfully demonstrating achievement
of the exit-level outcomes. A level 4 and/or level 5 whole
qualification permitted students to apply for a Grade R post
within the formal schooling structure.
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New and old teacher education structure
Level New teacher NQF (1995)
qualification 2015
10 Doctor of Education
Degree
9 Masters of Education
Degree
8 Bachelor of Honours ~ Post-Graduate Master of Education
Degree in Education  Diploma in Education ~ Degree
7 Bachelor of Education  Advanced Diplomain  Bachelor of Honours
Degree Education Degree in Education
6 Grade R Diploma Bachelor of Education
(360 credits) Degree and Advanced
Further Diploma in Certificate in Education
Education: Early (ACE)
Childhood ional iol )
Development N;tlona N Dip onl1|a.
(TVET Colleges) (240 £ “Chare (_TleT Colleges)
credits) Furt e|_' Diplomain
Education: Early
Childhood
Development (TVET
Colleges) (240 credits)
5 National Diploma in
ECD (240 credits) and
4 Level 4 ECD programme
— equivalent to a school
leaving certificate

Source: Adapted from Irvine, M., 2009, ‘An in-service ECD career path at Rhodes University,
South Africa from ‘school leaving’ certificate to post graduate level’, paper presented at the
4th African International ECD conference, Dakar, Senegal, November 2009

NQF, National Qualifications Framework; TVET, Technical and Vocational and Educational
Colleges.

FIGURE 1: The old and new teacher qualification structure in South Africa.

In 2011, the Department of Higher Education and Training
developed a new framework and guidelines for teacher
education. The new teacher qualification legislation set
out the Minimum Requirements for Teacher Education
Qualification (MRTEQ) (DHET 2011) and altered the teacher
qualification landscape. Minimum Requirements for Teacher
Education Qualification was revised in 2015 to take into
consideration the new Higher Education Qualifications
Framework (HEQF) (DHET 2015). Figure 1 illustrates the
framework for formal Teacher Education Qualifications and
ECD prior to and after 2015.

Challenges of the career pathing for practitioners

After the completion of the ECD level 5 Diploma, options
were limited for practitioners, despite the implementation
of the NQF. The students were unable to enrol on the now
defunct Advanced Certificate in Education (ACE), as the
course focused on in-service teachers upgrading and
practitioners did not meet the entry requirements. The only
degree options available were to either enrol on a full-time
4-year BEd course, offered by a Faculty of Education
(at a university), or a full-time distance education BEd
(through a distance education university). Neither of these
options was financially viable for the students.

The students were mostly mature in-service students
(the majority were female), studying part-time and working
in ECD centres or at a Grade R at a school. Practitioners
teaching in a Grade R class are employed by the Department
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of Basic Education (DBE), but are regarded as ‘under-
qualified” and therefore receive a much lower salary than a
‘qualified” teacher. In many instances, they were the sole
breadwinner and had the added responsibility of supporting
and raising their families. The majority of students could
therefore not afford tuition fees.

The introduction of MRTEQ (DHET 2011) provided a third
option for practitioners, namely, that of a Diploma in Grade
R teaching. The Grade R Diploma would provide them with
the creditequivalent of the first year of a BEd. The practitioners
would still need to complete three more full years of study to
obtain a BEd degree.

These challenges are what galvanised the ECD practitioners
to approach the Faculty of Education to request assistance.
The Faculty of Education, in conjunction with the Institute,
established a pilot career path for ECD practitioners in 2008.

The Department of Higher Education (2017) has recently
published the ‘Minimum Requirements for Programmes
Leading to Qualifications in Higher Education for Early
Childhood Development Educators’. This Act specifically
deals with the qualification of educators from birth to 4 years.
This has provided another option for students as it outlines a
comprehensive career path for ECD practitioners. This career
path permits students to be granted recognition of prior
learning for their ECD level 5 qualifications. The career path
will enable practitioners to obtain a BEd degree, honours
degree and a masters and doctorate qualifications in Early
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE). The policy defines
ECD as encompassing 0—4 years, so it makes a clear distinction
and limits students’” mobility in terms of moving into the
formal schooling sector.

The career path established by the
Faculty of Education

The Institute had been offering accredited qualifications at
levels 4 and 5 for ECD practitioners, for a number of years.
The lack of access to suitable further educational opportunities
for the practitioners resulted in the establishment of the more
comprehensive ‘career path’.

When the ‘career path’ for ECD practitioners was established
in 2008 (Irvine 2009), practitioners were able to enrol for
programmes where they could acquire an ECD qualification
at NQF level 4 (the equivalent of a school leavers’ certificate,
see Figure 1), a National Diploma in Early Childhood
Education (ND ECD at NQF level 5), and a Bachelor of
Education Foundation Phase (BEd FP) at NQF level 6 (now
regarded as NQF level 7). After the successful completion of
the ND ECD (situated at level 5), students were given an
opportunity to apply for the in-service BEd (birth to 9 years)
offered by the Faculty of Education in conjunction with the
Institute (see Figure 2). The Institute was responsible for
housing the BEd programme: the logistics and the oversight
of the BEd. The BEd programme was specifically designed
so that the students could have face-to-face lectures outside
of school hours.
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4 SAQA level 4 4 h /SAQA level 6\ é A
SAQA level 5 (now changed SAQA level 7
Access courses ) to level 7) and above
National senior In-service h
certificate ND ECD In service B. ED t(g(l)evl’/ecl ;:iz
(Full time schooling) National Bachelor of
Further education Professional Education above)
and training Diploma Foundation Access to
certificate: in Education phase and higher
ECD (In-service) (240 credits) ECD (0-9) degrees
120 credits i
( ) JAN ) \(240 credlts)/ \ )

Source: SAQA, South African Qualification Authority.
FIGURE 2: The Institute’s career path.

The Institute was cognisant of the fact that while financial
support had been provided to the students this did not
necessarily mean students would succeed academically
(Du Plessis & Gerber 2012:1; Morrow 2009). The Institute
needed to assist students to succeed (Engstrom & Tinto 2008)
especially with the academic literacy requirements of the
various courses, as academic literacy is the literacy that is
most valued at HEIs (Boughey 2002; Henderson & Hirst
2006) and consequently has a high status.

Theoretical framework

This study was framed by Gee’s (2008:154) definition of
Discourse and Street’s (1984) autonomous and ideological
theories of literacy.

Gee (2008) defines Discourse (capital D) as:

... [Clomposed of distinctive ways of speaking/listening and
often, too, writing/reading coupled with distinctive ways of
acting, interacting, valuing, feeling, dressing, thinking, believing,
with other people and with various objects, tools, and
technologies, so as to enact specific socially recognizable
identities engaged in specific socially recognized activities. (p.
154, original emphasis)

A Discourse, then, is a socially constructed role into which
we are socialised over time (Gee 1990). Gee (1990) explains
this process of socialisation by distinguishing between
primary and secondary Discourses.

The primary Discourse is seen as the initial socialisation
that occurs at home. Literacy is defined as the mastery of a
Discourse and all individuals are literate in their primary
Discourse and are therefore able to demonstrate their
membership of the home community. The primary Discourse
is used during casual social interactions, and becomes the
foundation on which to build further Discourses, acquired
later in life. Gee (2002, 2008) refers to these Discourses as
secondary Discourses. They are the Discourses required by
various, ‘non-home based social institutions ... these may be
used” in academic courses, community group and so forth
(Gee 2008). The practitioners in this study would need to use
their secondary Discourse when they were studying on the
various ECD courses. The secondary Discourse will be more
challenging as the students would not have much or any
experience of the Discourse, even at school.
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Although the study on which this article is based relied on
Gee’s concept of discourse (lower case d) and Discourse
(upper case D), it was also cognisant of Street’s (1984)
‘autonomous model of literacy’, which is contrasted with the
‘ideological model’. The autonomous model sees literacy as
being culturally free (Street 1984:29) and as a set of normative
technical skills that are detached from the social context in
which they are used. Within this model, language is also seen
as a set of technical skills that can be taught through drill and
repetition (Street 1984). This also resonates with Freire’s (1968)
analogy of teacher depositing these knowledge and skills into
the students and having them memorise and repeat them.

In contrast, the ideological model perceives literacy to be a
set of social practices, and not a set of cognitive skills, and
emphasises the social context of literacies. Street (2006:78)
considers the ideological model to be a much more culturally
sensitive view of literacy practices, as they vary from culture
to culture. Street (2006) believes that reading and writing
practices are dependent on context and the way in which
people approach language and writing is tied up with their
beliefs, identity and being. This concept is echoed by
Boughey (2002), who points out that the way people get
meaning from print or writing is dependent on the way they
see themselves, the texts and the value they place on text in
their everyday lives. Literacy is, therefore, not neutral and
value-free, but has ideological underpinnings (Boughey
2002) and consequently we cannot separate literacy from the
people who use it, and the institution in which it is used.
This moves from a deficit model of literacies to paying
attention to the context, purpose and practice in which
language is used (Barton et al.2007:17).

The theoretical framing of literacy and of what it means to
be a student at a university, outlined above, identifies the
role that can be played by lecturers or course facilitators in
the processes of acculturation into, following Gee, the
Discourses and, following Street, the literacies privileged by
the university. To do this, the course facilitators and lecturers
need to understand literacies for themselves, understand
the students’ existing literacies and demands and use this
information to inform their teaching. It is not enough for
the course facilitators and lecturers to have an in-depth
understanding of literacy practices of the university; they
also need to understand the diverse literacy practices that
the students bring to their study (Lea & Street 1998). This is
particularly true for students without a family history of
enrolling for qualifications outside of schooling. This is
applicable for the in-service students enrolling for this
particular career path.

Academic Discourses (in which the highly prized reading
and writing practices of the university are located) are
secondary Discourses. All students, therefore, who gain
access into university, need to acquire the Discourse (the ways
of doing and being, etc.) of the university. However, the
primary Discourses of some social groups are closer to
elevated secondary Discourses of the university. This means
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that some individuals, usually those from middle class homes
with educated parents, have an advantage over others.
Bourdieu (1991:502) refers to this as linguistic capital. This
had implications for this study, as the students participating
in the study, because of apartheid, were structured into
working class positions in homes where education had been
denied. In many instances, the students on the course are the
first generation to finish their schooling, let alone attend
post-school courses, or obtain an undergraduate degree.

The rules of Discourses are rarely made explicit (Gee 1996),
and this is exacerbated by the fact that, in the academy,
Discourses are discipline specific. What constitutes good
academic writing or practice in one discipline may not
apply to another discipline or course (Lea & Street 2000:40).
In addition, academic literacy cannot be ‘taught’; it can only
be acquired through scaffolding, in an apprentice situation
(Gee 1990).

Research methodology

A qualitative research method was used. This research set
out to determine the privileged literacy Discourses of the
university (critical to success) and the way that the lecturers
and course facilitators supported the acquisition of literacies.

Data collection methods and sampling

The data collection began with three individual interviews;
one with a course facilitator teaching on the level 4; one
course facilitator teaching the level 5 course and with
two lecturers from the BEd programme (one of the BEd
lecturers had previously taught on level 5 ECD course). The
interviewees were purposively chosen to provide a view of
how each level scaffolded the students’ literacies at each level
of the career path. The individual interviews were followed
by a focus group interview. The semi-structured individual
and group interviews were conducted at a venue and time
convenient for the interviewees.

The focus group interviews were conducted with two course
facilitator teaching on the level 4 and one on the level 5
course and with two BEd lecturers. Both the individual and
focus group followed a semi-structured interview format.

In addition to the interviews, an analysis was conducted on
assessment reports. Course facilitators and lecturers were
required to complete assessment reports after each assessment
had been completed. The reports were based on student
performance and required comments on students’ strengths
and areas for improvement. Three assessment reports were
analysed: one from level 4, one from level 5 and one from the
BEd course.

For level 4 and level 5 courses, mandatory assessment reports
were written by the course facilitator, after each Unit Standard
has been assessed. These completed reports were required by
the ETDP SETA. After each batch of academic or practical
assignments, the BEd lecturer writes a generalised assessment
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report to the students. Each of the assignment reports had a
different format and content, and some of the reports were
intended for individual students, while others were general
reports intended for the whole class.

Data analysis

Data collected were in the form of interviews and assessment
reports. The transcribed interviews and the assessment
reports were analysed following the steps outlined by Giorgi,
Fischer and Murray (1975). Firstly, all the transcriptions and
documents were read to get an impression of the whole. Then
the transcriptions and documents were read with the purpose
of finding out the exact transactions that occurred during the
interviews. This was followed by the elimination of any
redundant information. This meant that only the relevant
themes were left. This occurred with the assessment report
documents as well. Thereafter, any colloquial language of the
participants was translated into the language of science.
Finally, common recurring discourses were identified and
classified into themes. From the preliminary identification of
the broad discourses, subordinate discourses began to emerge.

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness means that the investigation findings are
reliable and rigorous. In this study, triangulation and
member checking (Birt et al. 2016) were used. Yeasmin and
Rahman (2012) refer to triangulation as a process of verifying
and controlling biases so that research increases in validity
by incorporating several viewpoints and methods. This
research employed a number of theories to explain the data
that were collected, and made use of more than one method
to collect data. In this study, member checking took the form
of requesting the participants to look at the transcribed
interviews for accuracy.

Ethical considerations

In thisresearch, ethical considerations such as the participant’s
right to anonymity, informed consent, confidentiality and
voluntary participation were explained and adhered to. The
participants had the right to withdraw from the study at any
stage.

Findings and discussion

The data analysis saw three major discourses emerging,
namely, the autonomous view of literacy; literacy as an
ideological process and language as an instrument of
communication.

The failing education system is responsible for
student’s deficit abilities in reading and writing

When students do not succeed at university, this is often
assumed to be because of their own inadequate preparation
for university. This deficit framing of the student’s learning
and abilities tends to ignore and devalue the types of
literacies that ‘non-traditional” students bring with them
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(Carstens 2013) to the courses. It also ignores Street’s
ideological model of academic literacy(ies). As it places the
problem on an external factor such as schooling, this means
that no introspection needs to be done by the course
facilitators and their role in making the Discourse of the
university evident to the students.

One of the course facilitators expressed the idea that students
are not adequately prepared at school for reading and writing
at university:

‘

.. what I have discovered is that children of now a days are
really not writing the way we used to write. In the past although
there were things that were not accepted ne, we used to write
things that can be read you know by somebody even if it'’s wrong
you can know it’s wrong nowadays you can see to it you can’t
even guess what the person wants to say in the assignment you
know those are the difficulties we encounter.” (Participant 3,
female, ECD facilitator, 35 years old, Level 4)

The Discourse of the failure of schools to adequately prepare
students was mentioned by the level 4 course facilitator:

‘They (students) have a difficult time [ have a group of students
whose basic language and reading and writing skills are poor.
They are almost illiterate and now I have to help them do level
4 fundamentals. It is difficult to me. I don’t think they can read
and write in Xhosa. I get them to read story books. They are not
ready for academic reading and writing.” (Participant 4, female,
lecturer, 50 years old, B.Ed)

One course facilitator remarked that the basic comprehension
skills required at school do not prepare the students to
read, make inferences and critically reflect on what they read,
as is required of academic literacy at tertiary level. This
respondent’s comment seems to indicate a belief in the
inability of the present education system to equip students
with critical literacy.

The deterioration and continued failure of the education
system, which was the reason for students’ poor performance,
was noted by one of the course facilitators. She believed that,
in the past, children who passed standard 6' had a higher
quality of education than the present-day matriculation.? She
noted that ‘our education is going down — it’s as if it can’t be
changed ...” (Participant 4, female, course facilitator, 50 years
old, B.Ed) The respondent notes that ‘it seems as though the
teachers in the past, maybe they are better, now we’re not
doing it correctly.” (Participant 4, lecturer, 50 years old, B.Ed).
She voiced the opinion that the teachers are just passing the
students because during the next academic year they have to
have a new group of students, and did not want to deal with
students who had failed. She mentions, ‘they (teachers) were
just passing the buck.’

This discourse draws on the autonomous model of literacy
and literacy is socially embedded, and that both schools

1.This is the 8th year of schooling which is presently referred to as Grade 8.

2.Matriculation is the last year of public schooling in South Africa.
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suggests that, at school, the only academic reading that
students are exposed to is in textbooks, and that the kind of
writing that they do is merely summarising the facts from a
text book, which, in essence, is a regurgitation of the text book.
This leaves the responsibility of enculturating the students
into the Discourse of the university with the course facilitators.

Language is a set of skills that students
need to learn

The most common understanding of literacy ascribed to by
the lecturers and the course facilitators was that of the
autonomous model of literacy (Street 1984), which sees literacy
as a set of acultural, asocial skills focusing on the encoding and
decoding of printed text. This focus on what Street (1984)
terms the ‘technology’ of literacy which then leads to the
development of an understanding of literacy as a set of neutral
skills. Therefore, despite their varied groups, both the
facilitators who were teaching mature female students, some
of whom had a national senior certificate (the students who
had a national senior certificate were hoping to be able to carry
onto the BEd) and the lecturers teaching mature female
students who had completed the ECD level 5 course, were
now doing the BEd course had similar perceptions of literacy.

One of the course facilitators, whose students came from one
of the remotest and rural areas of all the students, noted:

‘... as we do not have time, not enough time to educate everyone
to be able to read and write. I think in fact, what I do is to
encourage them to go and attend ABET [Adult Basic Education
and Training] classes so as to get more education like in the form
of reading and writing because these are the skills that they will
need more especially when they are teachers obvious that they
have to write every now and again.” (Participant 3, female, ECD
facilitator, 35 years old, Level 4)

Her view was that the more the students practised, the
more their academic skills would improve and this would
impact their understanding of the work covered in the
course. One course facilitator, reported that she had ‘a
group of students whose basic language and reading and
writing skills are poor.”

The resounding idea of the skills approach to literacy was
also mentioned by another course facilitator who said:

‘They need to read a lot. They need to read all the books and the
newspaper they come up with so they get used to reading the
more they read the more they get knowledge and the more they
develop their skills in order to read and write.” (Participant 5,
female, lecturer, 58 years old, B.Ed)

These course facilitators felt that if the students’” reading
improved, then this would improve the students” ability to
produce written texts. This was, in particular, a concern
for the level 5 ECD course facilitator who commented,
‘As you know, reading and writing skills (academic
literacy) are extremely important in this course, because it
is equivalent to the first years of a degree.” (Participant 2,
female, course facilitator, 43 years old, Level 5)
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This was further supported by a comment on the assessment
reports where a lecturer wrote the following note to the
students:

‘Writing ... it is hard to do in the beginning. It gets easier the
more you do it. It is like sewing or knitting or driving a car. It is
not easy to begin. The more you sew, the faster you get at sewing.
They more you sew, the more you learn, the better you get at
sewing. Writing is not different.” (Participant 4, female, lecture,
50 years old, B.Ed)

While there is no doubt that the ability to produce academic
text does improve with practice, this sort of comment takes
no account, for example, of the need for students to develop
the understanding of the value system that underpins
academic text.

A course facilitator reported that she perceived that some
of the students on the certificate courses were illiterate.
This showed her perception that one was either literate or
illiterate and the idea that literacy is merely coding and
encoding of print. Just because the students were lacking in
the particular literacies does not mean that they would not
have demonstrated mastery over other literacies.

The ideological discourse of literacy

“... they (the students) need to read with confidence they need to
read all the books they are given, they need to read at home
because that is not happening either they only read when they
are at the classes they don’t read when they are back at home.
And culturally, we as blacks, we don’t read we are scared to be
seen reading a book in public. I think that hinders them from
improving their skills in terms of reading and writing.’
(Participant 5, lecturer, 58, B.Ed)

The above quote shows that the course facilitator is cognisant
of the cultural and social discourses that emerge from home,
but simultaneously she subscribes to reading and writing in
the terms of learned skills. Therefore, both the autonomous
and the ideological Discourse of literacy are subscribed to
simultaneously. The course facilitator was not alone in
using both Discourses interchangeably. Two of the lectures
interviewed as well as the assignment reports had comments
relating to the autonomous and ideological nature of literacy
simultaneously.

In particular, one of the lecturers made several references to
the autonomous nature of literacy; however, the inconsistency
inher Discourse can be seen in her comment on the ideological
nature of literacy and her awareness that schooling involved
more than teaching ‘everyday’ understanding of things.
Bernstein’s (1999) horizontal discourse or common sense or
‘profane” knowledge was mentioned during the interviews.
For example, the lecturer remarked.

’... the students that have come in ... they can write you know.
But it’s like their reading they write in everyday way and
schooling is not about the everyday ... It’s about trying to
understanding things in more depth ..." (Participant 2, ECD
facilitator, 43, Level 4 & 5)
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The lecturer’s comment also resonates with Gee’s (2003) idea
that children do not only learn literacy (of various sorts) at
school, but in fact children are also acquiring these literacies
through experiences in the home, which occurs before and
after school. Walton, Bowman and Osman (2015:267) also
note that the skills, knowledge, dispositions and values that
the students bring to the university ‘are valid but not
necessary valued by the university.’

The ideological discourse was also expressed in course
assignment reports for the BEd. For example, in the following
comment the ideological model of literacy is evident.

“You may not understand academic English well. You may not be
used to reading a lot. You may not be used to thinking
academically in English, which is different from thinking in
everyday life English when you are chatting to a friend. So even
though you speak English from birth, this is a new English to
learn ... So in many ways, you are also a second language
speaker!” (Participant 4, female, lecture, 50 years old, B.Ed)

The model of language as an instrument
of communication

Christie’s (1985) two models (a model of language as an
instrument of communication and a model of language as a
resource) were a theme running through the data. Evidence of
both a model of language as an instrument of communication
and the Received Tradition of English Teaching can be seen in
comments made by the facilitators particularly in relation to
assessment. One facilitator, for example, notes:

‘... you can’t even guess what the person wants to say in the
assignment — you know those are the difficulties we encounter.
And the spelling errors, the grammar even though I am not an
English teacher. We notice such things.” (Participant 2, female,
ECD facilitator, 43, Level 4 & 5)

This facilitator went on to say that:

‘we can start teaching them (students) this and that in the form of
grammar, spelling etc. They (students) need lessons, a few lessons
... to upgrade their level of knowledge because really we are
experiencing problems.” (Participant 2, female, ECD facilitator, 43,
Level 4 & 5)

Assessment criteria were also redolent of the model of
language as an instrument of communication and the
Received Tradition. For example, assessors look for simple
sentences, spelling and grammar errors when marking
students” work. While technical accuracy in language use is
important in academic literacy, it is still possible for meaning
to be conveyed even if the communication is grammatically
incorrect. In academic language use, technical accuracy is
part of a value system centred on the use of Standard English.

The assessment reports and tasks also echoed the model of
language of communication and the Received Tradition of
English Teaching. For example, the use of full sentences was
a criterion used in relation to many assessment tasks. A level
4 assignment was evaluated against the criterion ‘must be
written in full sentences with correct grammar.”
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Additional comments reflecting this discourse was seen in
the level 4 assignment task that had ‘spelling and grammar
is correct’ as one of the assessment criteria for marking the
assignment. The assignment task clearly states that the
students” assignment task, or essay, ‘must be written in full
sentences, with correct grammar.’

Similarly, a level 5 assignment assessment criterion was
‘meaning of written text clear and simple using full sentences
and adequate sentence structure’, while the BEd assessment
criterion mentioned ‘clear effective sentence structure’. In her
research, McKenna (2004) found that lecturers and course
facilitators tended to focus on surface grammar errors rather
than larger structural issues in an assignment, as the surface
errors were easy to see and to mark. This seems to be parallel
with the criteria required in the assignment tasks in this
research. Furthermore, the level 4 and level 5 assignment
reports made mention of spelling with comments, such as
‘the sentences were poor. They had a lot of spelling mistakes.”
The poor spelling in assignments was also noted in a level 5
report, with a comment that students must:

‘please proofread your assignment, or give it to a fellow student
to read and make comments on, before you submit it. Use the
dictionary to look up words that you are not sure about the
spelling.” (Participant 2, female, ECD facilitator, 43, Level 4 & 5)

In South African Higher Education, a wealth of research has
been produced in relation to the so-called ‘language problem’.
All of this research points to students’ language development
needs far exceeding that of knowledge of grammar and
spelling.

Concluding remarks and
recommendations

It is clear from the assessment reports, which formed part of
my data that students following this career path designed for
them to become qualified educational practitioners struggled
with the reading and writing demands of the academy. This
isnot surprising given the complexity of the literacy demands
made on them. Students were required to read types of texts,
which they were unlikely to have encountered previously. In
addition, they were required to engage with those texts in a
critical fashion where “criticality” involves reading a text with
the intent to question and interrogate it, and use other texts
and knowledge of the world, to challenge it (Boughey 2013).
Given the theory outlined earlier in this article, and most
particularly Street’s ideological model of literacy, it can be
seen that it is highly unlikely that students would have been
socialised into the literacy practices associated with such
‘criticality’.

Gee’s (1990) construct of Discourse also allows us to
understand that the ‘being’ required of students as they
travelled the pathway of qualifications was very different to
that of their primary Discourses and, probably, to other
secondary Discourses to which they had been exposed.
Students were being required to take on an entire new ‘role’,
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which probably conflicted in numerous ways with previous
roles they had played in their lives.

In response to what they experienced as students’ literacy-
related ‘problems’, course facilitators and lecturers had little
on which to draw other than their common sense and their
own experience of language teaching in the form of the
‘Received Tradition” and the autonomous model of literacy.
However, in many respects, the adoption of the autonomous
model of literacy absolves the course facilitator of any
responsibility for perceived underachievement or failures by
the students because their failure is seen to lie in their inability
to master simple encoding and decoding processes.

The recommendation of this study would be for the Institute
and the Faculty of Education to focus on the development of
course facilitators” understanding of literacy and what this
means for their students. Pym (2013:353) suggests that
instead of ‘fixing’ the students and having them adapt to the
university, there is a need to focus on the strengths and
challenges that the students bring to the university and move
away from a ‘one size fits all approach’.

Furthermore, a more shared understanding of what is meant
by academic literacy practices and requirements for each of
the courses should be unpacked to a greater extent so that
students can benefit from a continuous scaffolding process
that enables them to succeed academically in all the courses
and future courses they enrol for.
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