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STUDENT ACADEMIC WRITING 
AND SUPPORT IN THE ECP 
ENVIRONMENT

• ECPs as a significant driver of access and 

success, especially, for black students in the 

university

• Bedrock of ECP and it’s academic support 

predecessors – students academic writing 

support and development

• Significant role of this aspect of university 

learning is captured in Teaching in Extended 

Programmes in SA 

• Diversity of approaches, theories and practices 

that underpinning what is considered ‘student 

academic writing support’

• Consideration of issues of context, power and 

identity help to make sense of why this diversity



TARYN BERNARD Stellenbosch University



DISCOURSE AND POWER

Michel Foucault (1991):

“Power is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a 
certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a 
complex strategical situation in a particular society.”

“Power is everywhere, diffused and embodied in discourse, 
knowledge and ‘regimes of truth’.”



ONE APPROACH TO TEACHING ACADEMIC 
LITERACY
Applied linguistics

 Multilingualism

 Intercultural communication

 Language and identity

 Language ideologies

Linguistic ethnography and autoethnography

Critical applied linguistics (second-year module)

 Language and discourses are representational and ideological;

 Students are explicitly taught Halliday’s three metafunctions and Fairclough’s model of discourse 
analysis.

 Students are taught to critique media and academic discourses.



MEDIA DISCOURSES

Star
6 November 2012, page 1

POLICE ACCUSED OF PLANTING 
WEAPONS AMONG BODIES OF MINERS 
AFTER MASSACRE

The evidence clearly showed that 
there is at least a strong prima facie
case there has been an attempt to 
defeat the end of justice. 

Sowetan
6 November 2012, page 1

WEAPONS PLANTED ON DEAD MARIKANA 
MINERS

Evidence presented yesterday to the 
Marikana commission of inquiry 
suggests that weapons found next to 
most of the dead bodies may have 
been placed there, presumably by 
police, following their deaths.



ACADEMIC DISCOURSES

McLay, M. 2018. The Republican Party and the long, hot summer of 1967 in the 
United States. The Historical Journal, 61 (4): 1089-1111.

Abstract

During the summer of 1967, the United States experienced a series of race riots across the 
nation's cities as largely black neighbourhoods rebelled against the conditions in which they 
were living. The crisis reached its apogee in July when the worst riots since the American 
Civil War struck Detroit. In this atmosphere, legislators were faced with a stark choice of 
punishing rioters with stricter crime measures or alleviating living conditions with substantial 
federal spending. Despite being a minority in Congress, elected Republicans found 
themselves holding the balance of power in choosing whether the federal government would 
enforce law and order or pursue social justice for ghetto residents. 



MEGAN ALEXANDER Cape Peninsula University of 
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COMMUNICATION AT A UNIVERSITY OF 
TECHNOLOGY (CPUT)

• curriculum model = extended model

• Communication ‘Cluster’ 

• ECP Unit

• Service departments

• DHET curriculum extended model 



COMMUNICATION CURRICULUM AND CONTENT
• Same curriculum irrespective of host qualification 

• ECP and Mainstream have the same curriculum

• Main aim of the Communication subject is “effective communication skills”

• Content topics appear to focus on a check-list of written and oral activities

(such as report writing/academic essay/oral presentation) 

• Information about how to do written/oral activities

• Each topic generally assigned two weeks of classroom time then assessed

(tests, exams, assignments)

• Syllabus and the subject guide silent about how students will be ‘learning’ or 
developing these skills



HOW IS COMMUNICATION TAUGHT?

• Subject guide: “requires a great deal of individual practice and group interaction” 

• Assumption is that this will happen in the classroom and that students will undertake the 
“practice”

• Individual lecturers adopt individual approaches/pedagogies

• Prescriptive curriculum needs to be followed and completed

• No mediation, transformative practices or support offered for ECP lecturers

• Lecturers implement what they know and often resort/revert to a skills discourse
 spelling, punctuation and grammar rules (Ivanic, 2004). 

 ‘skills’ approach that encourages the “correct usage and adherence” to the formal features of  
academic writing  (Lea & Street, 1998) 

 assessment is undertaken according to how accurately these activities are reproduced (Ivanic, 
2004). 

• Disregard students’ knowledge/experiences/discourses/”ways of being in the world” 

(Gee, 1996)



IMPLICATIONS

• ECP students are problematised as failing in writing 
• Acceptance of a curriculum that disregards the needs of ECP students
• Need to transform curriculum and pedagogy

the skills discourse approach adopted by the institution comes at the 
expense of the student.

• Lecturers experience ongoing uncertainty wrt reporting lines
• Misalignment between acknowledging students’ discourses/active agents vs 

promoting skills discourse
• Tension …critical reflection…transform pedagogy

(Skills discourse…Process discourse …Social Practices discourse –
Ivanic, 2004).



SEAN SAMSON University of Cape Town



Academic literacies course dating back to 80s

English for Academic Purposes: skills-based course

Shift to epistemic access  - ways of knowing 

Humanities students on the ECP 

Outside of a discipline but negotiating the writing demands of the 
discipline

Focus on common concepts using the theme of identity (language, 
culture, gender, race)

Harnessing multi-disciplinary backgrounds of lecturers

Attempts to acknowledge students’ brought along discourses 



REFLECTION 

2014: Creating spaces to grapple with lived experience, what students 
know and encounters with new knowledge

Weekly online writing holds students in analytical mode

Not tied to their views: fluidity, experimentation, rehearsal

A record of thinking and feeling about concepts

In 2017: Reflective essay: signaling experience of concepts, course and 

university

Unsettling firmly held beliefs and deepening understanding of self and 
context



2017: INTRODUCING 
THE REFLECTIVE ESSAY

Students write a reflective essay about 
how the course may or may not have 
influenced their sense of self and 
worldviews (the culmination)

Weekly online writing contributes to the 
reflection

Accessing students’ feedback about the 
course – as a looping back moment

Inner loop – the course

Outer loop – how students position 
themselves in relation to the course, their 
identities and their world.

Unintended outcomes

Course 
concepts  

Application 
& critique

Academic 
essay

Feedback

Reflective task

Recruiting 

students’ sense 

of self



TENSIONS
Assimilating

Teaching, assessing via 

traditional modes and genres

Increasing throughput

Troubling placement

Labour of discomfort

Opening ourselves up without 

closing down meaning

Expanding writing repertoires  

Validating student views and 

context

Occupying a discursive space 

without certainty

Thinking and feeling responses

Opening the classroom to broader 

context 



THE REFLECTIVE MOMENTS

Students’ reflections catalysed our own 

Unsettling our practices and prompting us to 
reflect on our histories and positions 

Dynamic relationship between lived 
experiences and concepts for both student 
and lecturer 

How do we practice care? (trust, 

identification)

How do we deal with 

discomfort? (dialogue, shared 

discomfort)

How are we constructed?  

(receivers of care)



RODRIQUE GEORGE University of the Western Cape



Many students who enter the institution of higher learning have 
not developed the ability to engage with others. They grow 
accustomed to portraying learning as a “spectator sport”.  
(Tinto, 1997, P.602)

Thus, there is a disconnect between the academic and the social
coherence of the student’s learning experience. It is however when they
engage in “shared learning experiences” (Tinto, 1997, p.615, 2012)
that these experiences link them with their peers.

These shared experiences make them responsible in peer group work
and fosters collaborative learning experiences among each other.



CLASSROOMS AS LEARNING COMMUNITIES 
(TINTO, 1997)

Membership in the classroom creates a distinct link between 
membership in the communities which are external to the classroom.

Those who struggle to make connections in the classroom often struggle 
to make the connections beyond the realm of the classroom.

Important relationships hinge on the educational activity of the 
curriculum, student participation, the quality of the student effort, 
learning and persistence.



APPROACH TO TEACHING ACADEMIC LITERACY

Offering language support to students whose first language is not English (Faculty of Economic 
and Management Sciences, UWC approach)

In addition to tutor programme, to assign additional tutor support for at risk students (Faculty 
based approach)

Module: Intensive Reading and Writing 231/232 

Learning partnerships in tutorials (spans over the entire semester)

Writing in class (practical lectures)

Importance of reflection in reading and writing 

Developing ‘competent membership’ (Tinto, 1997) in students 

Moving from skills to capabilities



A RECENT RESPONSE FROM A STUDENT

Dear Mr George

When you told us that we would have learning partners, I was extremely 
disappointed, because I hate group work. Yet, today after listening to others reading 
what they have written in class I felt very inspired. I realised I can learn a lot from 
others. Thank you for helping me realise that today.

Anonymous


