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Outline of presentation 

• Context of research – Research in HE and 
concerns within the domain of postgraduate 
education 

• Brief description of postgraduate projects 

• Some findings – affordances of an academic 
literacies approach 

• Questions which surfaced in the course of my 
research –view of knowledge as an object 
(Bernstein, 2000 ) 

 

 



Context of research 

• South African context - research on writing within HE has 
investigated the processes through which undergraduate 
EAL students from historically disadvantaged schooling 
backgrounds gain access to discipline-specific literacy 
practices and epistemologies (see Thesen, 1997; Paxton, 
2003; McKenna, 2004; Boughey, 2005; Zulu, 2005; Bangeni 
& Kapp, 2006; van Pletzen, 2006; van Schalkwyk et al., 
2009).  

 
• The findings of above studies provide rationale for my 

research into postgraduate students’ negotiation of literacy 
practices. Teaching and learning issues at the foundation 
level are important for understanding factors affecting 
pipeline to postgraduate studies (Scott, 2009).  



Context of research 
 

• Factors highlighted in Kapp & Bangeni (2011) - language, 
institutional culture, disciplinary enculturation, affective factors, 
identity issues and how they shape the undergraduate experience 
 

• What happens when students proceed to postgraduate studies?  
 
• Lower end of postgraduate studies (Honours & postgraduate 

diplomas) – problems around throughput 
 
• Black South African students (mainly EAL from disadvantaged 

schooling backgrounds) significantly affected 
  
• Issue of access to 1st choice of postgraduate studies for this 

demographic 
 
• Competitive job market significantly limits options after graduating 

 
 
 
 



Understanding the degree paths of 
Black South African students  

• To date, the degree paths of Black South African 
students who have English as a second language have 
been theorised within the context of the high attrition 
and dropout rates in South Africa’s HE system (see for 
example, Letseka et al., 2010, Scott et al., 2007).  

• As important as this body of research is for 
understanding patterns in recruitment and retention 
rates within this context, it has tended to offer insights 
based on cohort studies that offer interpretations 
drawn from mainly quantitative analyses. What is 
missing is the student voice that allows one to 
understand the individual and collective experiences 
informing these statistics.  



Brief description of projects  
• Qualitative case study research - Transition experiences of students 

from Social Science undergraduate disciplines to professional 
disciplines at postgraduate level (Honours in Criminology, 
postgraduate diploma in Marketing and postgraduate LLB) 

 
• Drew on longitudinal data yielded by undergraduate tracking 

project (Rochelle’s presentation) 
 
Postgraduate research sought to better understand: 
• Factors that informed the transition experiences of Black students 

as they entered postgraduate studies (transition from 
undergraduate to postgraduate domain) 

 
• Their negotiation of valued literacy practices of the discipline as 

evident in dominant genres (PQA, case summary, written case 
analysis). These genres use representative problems that require 
students to apply theory to real-world contexts – simulation of key 
workplace practices 
 

 
 



Brief description of projects 

• Process of constructing a disciplinary Identity & negotiation 
of emerging professional identities 

 
• Predispositions (ways of thinking, feeling, being) as shaped 

by undergraduate majors and the extent to which they 
would shape engagement with postgraduate disciplines – 
Bourdieu’s (1990) notion of a disciplinary habitus  

 
Both studies valued students’ meaning-making processes 
(emic perspective) in attempting to understand this transition 
and its impact on their engagement with their new disciplines.  

 



Research questions 

• How do ESL postgraduate students in transition view the 
literacy practices they bring with them from their 
undergraduate studies in relation to those within their new 
disciplines? 

• In what ways do they perceive these literacy practices as 
contributing to the challenges they encounter in producing 
the dominant genres at the postgraduate level? 

• In what ways do these perceptions manifest in their use of 
discourse at the level of the generic move structure of 
these genres? 

• To what extent does having English as a second language 
affect their use of the language of the discipline and the 
lexico-grammatical devices shaping these genres? 
 



Methodology 

• Semi-structured interviews and reflection papers  
 
• Analysis of students’ writing  - the NLS objective 

of focusing on the social contexts informing the 
writing of texts has resulted in a tendency to 
overlook the text as an important unit of analysis 
(Lillis & Scott, 2007) 

 
• Markers’ feedback to situate students’ 

perceptions of their engagement with discipline 
• Feedback also provided insight into disciplinary 

values and expectations  
 



Some findings 

 

• Students’ perceptions of their struggles – structure 

 

• Intersection of professional and academic contexts- The interviews 
showed how students’ struggles were of an epistemological nature; 
linked more to a struggle with engaging with nature of knowledge than 
a lack of understanding of disciplinary content or structure 

 

• Analysis of writing showed exactly how this struggle manifested in their 
essays as a struggle with application of theory to practical considerations 
– at the core of professional disciplines 

 

 

 

 



Findings… 

• Drawing on meanings from undergraduate contexts in engaging with 
literacy practices  - notion of ‘audience’ in business writing (Bangeni, 
2013), ‘reasonable’ man in a legal context – who determines what is 
reasonable?  
 

 
• Reflection papers showed that students were aware of differences 

between their undergraduate and postgraduate disciplines (professional 
nature of new disciplines). 

 
• Despite this awareness, their constructions of ‘voice’ and ‘audience’ in 

their postgraduate writing continued to be shaped by their uses of these 
notions in their undergraduate majors.  

                   
 
• Markers’ comments - focus on voice (plagiarism) and language errors – 

missed opportunity - alerting students to disciplinary values in feedback 
 



Critiquing the discipline 

• “In the Humanities faculty, especially Sociology, one could go on 
and on before arriving at the answer, you say something and then 
you substantiate it. There was so much intellectual freedom, 
controversy in a debate was encouraged even from first year. But 
here we can’t really challenge as much as we would have loved to” 

 
•  “Everything is about the Law. I feel that what I bring to the Law 

faculty and what this environment requires from me, it’s so far from 
Sociology.   It’s law-structured, it has been set, it has been 
structured. I can’t discuss it in class, for each course there has to be 
a reasonable test, who is the reasonable test testing, I can’t discuss 
the delinquency of the person having to walk around with a knife 
because of his background, and we disregard all other factors like 
the cultural background.  But I have learnt to leave these things in 
class discussions because you can’t take them to the writing. That is 
a problem for me because I have had to clam down and leave them 
out in the context of writing” 



Negotiating  emerging professional 
identities 

• “I could never be a lawyer, I can’t afford to think the way they do” 
  
• “Most of the time, the cases we are presenting have details to them that need to 

be looked into. But then you look at the case, for someone like myself with a 
background in Psychology, I would look into someone and see clearly that integrity 
or one’s beliefs play a role in here, and we can’t overlook that just because it is 
circumstantial…We are not allowed to take the subjective elements into the thing, 
we can only look at reasonable evidence”. 
 

• “I don’t feel like I belong in Marketing. Maybe after I join the working world for a 
year or two I will see the beauty of marketing and its practices”  
 

• “You know I've developed a business interest since I got to my discipline, when I 
have a lot of money I'll try to open up my own business. So those business issues 
we are dealing with and marketing strategies have helped me. I feel I can draw on 
my discipline when I enter the professional world”. 
 
 



“Ah, now I see the problem” 

• Comment from disciplinary insider  - awareness 
of student’s struggle with the knowledge 
validation practices of the discipline – from 
Psychology to Law 

 

• Resulted in the opening up of a space within a 
tutorial setting to address frustrations around 
appropriating particular ways of being, thinking 
and feeling (lawyer, marketer) and how this 
impacts writing 



Reading as a specialized literacy 
practice in Law 

• “Having to sit down and analyze those (cases) is so difficult to do. 
You need to sit down and set up a principle, and even though these 
cases are somewhere in the form of precedence that’s not easy 
because they are pages long. You need to know what to extract 
from these cases because they are like a judgment. As the person 
who is reading you need to know what you are taking and if you are 
looking for capacity you need to know that you are looking for 
capacity. And in most cases, these things overlap, like capacity. I 
read one case and I didn’t pick that up or there’re certain intricacies 
that we haven’t managed to pick up within the case, something 
that the judge would say about a certain thing. We haven’t really 
mastered that one … what you leave out completely in terms of 
things. I don’t know. I just go on and on … “ 



• Based on the findings I argue that the initial 
tension and ambivalence should not only be 
seen as potentially unsettling for postgraduate 
students in transition, but as also having the 
potential to create a platform from which to 
question and hopefully transform the ways in 
which prevailing social practices are mediated 
within the disciplines. 

 



Transition from 
Social Science 
undergraduate 
disciplines to 
professional 

postgraduate 
disciplines 

Key area 1: Creating 
spaces for critical 
reflection (genre, 

identity)  

Key area 1: Creating 
spaces for critical 
reflection (genre, 

identity)  

Key area 2: Foregrounding of 
professional nature of 
discipline (disciplinary 

specialists with academic 
literacy specialists) 

Key area 2: Foregrounding of 
professional nature of 
discipline (disciplinary 

specialists with academic 
literacy specialists) 

Key area 3: 
Meaningful feedback 
on writing to facilitate 

shared meanings 
between disciplinary 

insiders & novices 

Key area 3: 
Meaningful feedback 
on writing to facilitate 

shared meanings 
between disciplinary 

insiders & novices 



Affordances of an academic literacies 
approach 

Accessing students’ understandings of their 
engagement with disciplinary knowledge and 
using these to understand writing practices  

Accessing disciplinary insiders’ articulation of 
students’ difficulties in their feedback alongside 
students’ interpretations of this feedback 

Shared meanings? – Accessing assumptions 
regarding meanings of disciplinary concepts  

Gaining insight into students’ ‘identity work’ at 
the postgraduate level 

 

 



Some reflections… 

• Interrogating students’ engagement with 
knowledge in professional disciplines  – what 
about knowledge structures? 

• Students’ reflections on their disciplines pointed 
to the need for a deeper engagement with 
knowledge structures in professional disciplines 
such as Marketing and Law. 

• The findings have highlighted the importance of 
considering how the structure of the knowledge 
in professional disciplines affects the values, 
identities and literacies expected of postgraduate 
students. 


