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Traversing the spaces of higher

education through writing

@ CrpssMark

Writing functions as an important tool that spans various spaces in higher education. Moving
away from a ‘skills approach’ to writing, this article argues that the writing centre serves as an
intermediary between students and academic lecturers. The article discusses how the current
practices at the writing centre promotes the development of writing as a key construct that
spans a number of spaces in higher education. The article draws on the collaborative initiatives
with two different disciplines. The data collection on stakeholders’ responses indicates that a
more structured, purposeful writing-intensive approach needs to be undertaken within the
disciplines in order to address institutional objectives of access and success in higher education.

Introduction

This article is written from the perspective that writing is an important tool that traverses several
spaces in higher education. Drawing on the collaborative efforts between the writing centre and
disciplinary experts, the article looks at how current writing centre practices move towards
facilitating the development of academic writing, which traverses these various higher educational
spheres. Advocating an academic literacies approach, the article discusses the role of writing
within the social space, the space of academic citizenship, as well as the merging physical, teaching
and learning spaces.

The social space

Contrary to popular misconception, writing is not a discrete skill that can be taught in isolation
and merely applied across disciplines (Archer 2010; Clarence 2012b). The act of writing is more
complex than this. Writing is a central process through which students learn new subject content
and gain discipline-specific knowledge (Lea & Street 1998:158). Each discipline is a social space
within which students need to learn and master the unique ‘ways of understanding, interpreting
and organizing knowledge” (Lea & Street 1998:158) in a particular discipline, referred to as
Discourse (Gee 2001). In order for students to become members of a particular community of
knowledge, they are expected to become proficient in that particular discourse.

The assumption that writing is a generic skill that can be transferred is based on the idea that the
conventions of academic writing at university are standard (Clarence 2012b). However, language
and activities are determined by a particular community of knowledge (Hyland 2002; Strevens
1988), so too are the ‘conventions’ of writing discipline-specific. Moreover, the writing conventions
within the social spaces of various disciplines are also contested among the various stakeholders:
the university as an institution, academic staff members and students (Lea & Street 1998). These
stakeholders have different expectations and interpretations of university writing.

Clarence (2012b:128) is in agreement that writing is part of a contested social space, where ‘writing
itself is part of negotiating and constituting that space’. Within this contested space, there are
three primary perspectives of student writing within higher education, essentially encapsulating
one another: ‘study skills’, ‘academic socialisation” and ‘academic literacies” (Clarence 2012b; Lea &
Street 1998; Street 1997). Lea and Street (2006) define these perspectives as follows. Firstly, the
study skills approach requires that students acquire a number of skills that can be applied in other
subject areas. This view maintains that low proficiency that can be rectified by means of addressing
various surface language features. Secondly, the academic socialisation perspective involves
‘socialising’ the student into the ‘culture” of a particular community of knowledge. However, one
of the problems underlying this approach is the assumption that students need to be taught the
customs and practices of a ‘relatively homogenous culture” pertaining to academe (Lea & Street
1998:159). The third perspective, the approach advocated in this article, is that of ‘academic
literacies’. This approach is concerned with notions of discourse and power, where students are
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required to be aware of numerous communicative practices
to the extent that they are able to switch between practices,
depending on the setting. The academic literacies perspective
maintains that writing is part of a process of negotiating
meaning rather than acquiring a set of skills necessary for
success in higher education studies (Lea & Street 1998:159).
This article supports this approach, because it aligns with the
view that literacies are discipline-specific and that students
need to be equipped with the skills that allow them to
function within and become a member of a particular
discourse. Lillis (2001) does, however, point out that these
various perspectives coexist within the same pedagogic
scope, with various higher education stakeholders advocating
different perspectives, thereby contributing to the contested
nature of this social space.

The space of academic citizenship

Writing practices are also used to control access to higher
education, where ‘access’ students struggle to be
acknowledged as legitimate students (Burke 2008). They are
often viewed as lacking ‘real” academic literacy and therefore
have to work towards assuming an alternative position in the
academy (Van Rensburg 2011). In order to become an
accepted member of a particular community of knowledge
and be seen as a respected ‘academic voice’ that ‘resonates
with other “voices”” (Burke 2008:199), these students need to
develop and establish their own voice. In this way, writing
can also be seen as being a constituent of the space of academic
citizenship. Burke (2008:200) clearly articulates the link
between writing, higher education as a contested social space
and the space of academic citizenship: ‘Writers are socially
situated subjects and the meanings they produce through
their writing are constituted through the contested and
multiple discourses at play in different social fields’.

The notion of academic citizenship raises concerns about
epistemological access, particularly in the case of ‘access’
students. The new South African educational policy
[Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET)
White Paper 2013] advocates the widening of access to
tertiary institutions in an attempt to accommodate students
entering higher education from disadvantaged backgrounds.
The majority of ‘access’ students are second-language
learners who come from a schooling system that has not
adequately provided them with the essential learning
experiences, concepts and schemas necessary for success
within higher education (Thesen & Van Pletzen 2006).

Despite these challenges, higher education institutions are
still expected to ensure that students meet the required
course and content goals in their studies. This is challenging
because many students do not possess the critical literacy
skillsin order to succeed at university, as a result of inadequate
prior learning. The term literacy refers to fluency in the
particular discourse of a field of study; while discourse refers
to the way in which language is used in a particular
community of knowledge so that one can ‘identify oneself as
amember of a socially meaningful group or “social network””’
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(Boughey 2002:296; Gee 1990). In terms of literacy, one of the
key skills necessary for success in higher education is critical
thinking, which requires that students define their ‘own
beliefs in the context of existing knowledge’ (Baxter Magolda
2003:232), as a trademark of an educated person is this sense
of self and the facility to apply knowledge in various contexts.
Critical thinking, therefore, involves students becoming
aware of their principal role in the production of knowledge.
Students need to make a shift from merely accepting
knowledge from authorities in their field of study to
constructing it for themselves (Baxter Magolda 2003). In
order then for a student to become an accepted member of a
particular discourse and a recognised citizen of the academy,
tertiary institutions need to make an asserted effort to
develop students” critical thinking skills as a core skill in
shaping students” academic literacies (Lea 1999; Lea & Street
2000).

Various movements, such as writing-across-the-curriculum
(Bohr et al. 2016; Condon & Rutz 2012; McLeod & Soven
1992; Young 2003) and writing-in-the-discipline (WID)
(Bean 2011; Condon & Rutz 2012), advocate writing as a tool
to promote critical thinking as a means to empower students.
The former movement supports the notion that students
‘write to learn’, where writing facilitates deep-level learning
of course content. WID involves developing students’
ability to write within a particular discipline, familiarising
them with discipline-specific writing conventions (Bean
2011). Writing is essentially an instrument for thinking,
thus the communication of ideas and writing feature in all
disciplines in higher education. Writing is used to develop
the facilities and proficiencies most valued in various
disciplines (Condon & Kelly-Riley 2004). Rivard (1994:970)
recognises the importance of writing as a process, ‘not only
for learning about something or acquiring knowledge,
but for generating a personal response to something, for
clarifying ideas, and for constructing knowledge’.

Rivard (1994) argues that critical thinking is key in producing
students who are lifelong learners, one of the primary
objectives of education. In order to improve student writing,
their abilities as thinkers need to be addressed. They should
be challenged to use knowledge towards authentic problem
solving and towards integrating new information with
existing knowledge (Rivard 1994:970). In this vein, Burke
(2008:199) postulates that writing serves to offer students
opportunities to explore various ideas and combine them
towards understanding and internalising numerous concepts
and experiences being explored in their studies.

The development of critical thinking can be achieved by
means of providing students with sufficient opportunities
to stimulate their thinking, integrate ideas and essentially
improve both their thinking and writing skills (Tsui 2002).
In order to provide students with opportunities, instead of
emphasising the finished product of writing, educators
need to focus on the process of writing and the skills this
fosters. Writing functions as an ‘important tool for thinking
and learning about disciplinary content, as well as a
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necessary means of assessing content knowledge’ (Clarence
2012a). By means of writing and rewriting, as well as
providing students with constructive feedback with
which they are required to engage, students are guided to
reflect critically on their performance and development
(Tsui 2002:748). Such an approach, however, requires
much commitment and time on the part of academic
staff. Providing students with constructive feedback on
their writing assignments in addition to teaching content
is very time consuming. Furthermore, it requires that
content lecturers take responsibility for and cognisance
of the literacy needs of individual students and that they
are familiar with pedagogy and methodology of academic
literacy necessary to address these needs.

The merging physical, teaching and learning
spaces

The writing centre as a physical space in South Africa
was conceptualised to address the challenge of academic
literacy among historically disadvantaged students in
higher education. Writing centres are expected to take
cognisance of a number of factors. These include the
predominantly second-language (L2) nature of the tertiary
education scene at many higher education institutions
and that many of these students’ prior learning is not as
it should be. This is particularly the case for those from
disadvantaged communities. Another factor that needs
consideration is the necessity for students to acquire
discipline-specific discourses (Archer 2010:496).

Writing is one of the principal means of assessment in higher
education. Addressing students” writing needs is therefore
linked to promoting student access and success in higher
education (Archer 2008). The writing centre faces several
challenges within this context. One of these is the perception
that the writing centre serves as a remedial centre where
students’ language ‘deficiencies’ can be ‘fixed” (Archer 2010),
thereby functioning as an extension to existing academic
development initiatives (Archer 2012). This perspective is
grounded in the ‘study skills” view of student writing, which
maintains that writing constitutes a number of atomised
skills that can be taught in isolation and applied across the
curriculum (Clarence 2012a; Lillis 2001; Street 2004). Another
issue, linked to this perspective, is that students do not visit
the writing centre as often as necessary to develop their
academic writing skills. Writing should be acknowledged as
a process that requires several drafting sessions geared
towards fostering students’ critical thinking, as well as the
acquisition of course content and skills necessary for success
in their studies. The core function of a writing centre should
be the development of ‘better writers, not better writing’
(Boquet & Lerner 2015:170). The sporadic, once-off attendance
of sessions at the writing centre makes it very difficult to
rigorously measure the effect of writing centre initiatives.

A reasonable response to these challenges is to work towards
changing the perception of the function of the writing centre.
Instead of a ‘fix-it shop’, the writing centre should be viewed
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as an intermediary between students and lecturing staff. The
writing centre is in a position to address aspects of teaching
and research that are difficult to achieve in classrooms (Boquet
& Lerner 2015). The one-on-one service provides students with
opportunities to discuss and negotiate meaning, in accordance
with the academic literacies approach to student writing.
Content lecturers and tutors might know what kind of writing
is expected in their particular field, but they are often unable to
isolate the particular writing conventions of the discipline-
specific discourse and communicate these to students
(Clarence 2012a; Lillis & Turner 2001). Boughey (2005:287)
asserts that by making the rules and conventions regarding
what ‘count[s] as knowledge’, the great divide between
student and lecturers could be bridged. The writing centre can
serve as a mediator in bridging this gap, thereby assisting
institutional objectives of access and success.

A feasible route to take regarding the work done by the
writing centre is one of close collaboration between writing
centre practitioners and the content lecturers in the
disciplines. The following initiatives are representative of the
partnership between lecturing staff and writing centre
practitioners towards addressing the discipline-specific
writing needs of tertiary students.

Collaborative initiatives

The following section describes collaborative initiatives with
the Medical Faculty and the Philosophy department. In each
case, the nature of the collaboration as well as various
stakeholder perspectives on the initiatives will be discussed.

Collaboration with the Medical Faculty

Nature of collaboration

The writing centre worked with academic staff from the
Medical Faculty towards improving first-year medical
students’ critical reflective writing skills. Students were
expected to write critical reflective essays based on their
experiences of a group visit to local clinics. The assignment
instructions required that students address certain prompts
with regard to the three stages of critical reflection.

Three contact sessions were scheduled for these students. The
first was a general presentation on critical reflective writing to
a group of 80 students, which was compulsory. Students
worked independently to answer certain questions geared
towards creating awareness about critical reflection, followed
by feedback in the plenary. The second intervention was a
compulsory, tailor-made workshop during which students
were divided into five groups of 20. The goal behind the small-
group workshops was to facilitate student engagement with
discipline-specific workshop materials that were generated
specifically to help students unpack the assignment topic and
address various prompts they had selected to answer. The
materials were designed explicitly to help students address
three components of critical reflection that were outlined in the
assessment rubric provided by the Medical Faculty, as the
content lecturer had highlighted students’ inability to
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distinguish between the kinds of information required for each
stage of the critical reflective process. Genuine student
responses from previous years’ submissions informed the
design of the materials to assist students to unpack the process.
Students shared their experiences and ideas during the small-
group workshops, discussing and negotiating where to place
certain components of information within the reflective
framework. The final intervention constituted voluntary
individual sessions with a writing consultant at the writing
centre, where the consultant assisted students with their
individual writing needs pertaining to the assignment.

The following excerpts from the small-group workshop
materials illustrate how activities were scaffolded to allow
students to explore and unpack various ideas, merge them
towards comprehending and internalising their own
experiences and finally construct knowledge for themselves
in a personal response (Burke 2008; Craft 2005; Rivard 1994).

Example: What was special about the clinic visit?

e What? (The facts)
I spoke to the patients who were waiting and asked them
some questions.

® Sowhat? (My interpretation)
I could see that they were genuinely suffering, that they
appreciated my taking an interest in them and that they
were grateful.

e Now what? (What did I learn from this?)
It requires a little effort on my part to mean something to
someone. When I am a doctor one day, I am going to make
an asserted effort never forget to see my patients as people.

Activity — Group work: Work in pairs to answer the following
questions. Talk to your partner about the answer you would
give to the following questions, and then write down your
response:

e What did you learn that you did not know before (about
yourself, your fellow students, the people at the clinic, the
services that are available)? Here you need to demonstrate
thoughtfulness about the learning experience in terms of what
happened or what you experienced (‘what?”).

¢ Now think about how your original assumptions are
challenged with regard to this prompt ('so what?’).

¢ Think about what you have learned from this experience
(pertaining to the prompt) and what it could mean for
your future (‘now what?’).

Student perspectives

Of the 80 students registered for the medical course, 52
consented to complete the workshop evaluation questionnaire
after the small-group interventions. The questionnaire
comprised two divisions: a demographic section consisting
of nine single-option, multiple-choice questions, followed by
a section evaluating the efficacy of the workshop materials.
Questions in this section included whether students found
the workshop helpful, whether they understood the
assignment topic better after the workshop, whether they
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better understand the required structure of the assignment in
question and whether they consider such writing workshops
necessary for approaching writing tasks. The final six
questions were open-ended, briefly requesting students to
comment on what they liked and did not like about the
workshop and whether they still felt uncertain about
something that was covered in the workshop.

The following figures illustrate student perspectives regarding
whether the workshop aided their understanding of the
assignment topic (Figure 1), whether they better understood
the required structure of the assignment in question (Figure 2)
and whether they deemed such workshops necessary towards
the approach taken to writing tasks (Figure 3).

The majority (94%) of students’ responses indicated that they
found the small-group workshops helpful in terms of their
understanding of the assignment topic and 98% of students
indicated that the workshop helped them understand the
required assignment structure. The majority (96%) also stated
that they deem such workshops necessary towards the
approach of assignments in their discipline.

Students’” open-ended responses on the evaluation form
demonstrate how students appreciated the opportunity to
hear the views of others. Critical reflection is used to
encourage students to discover different ideas so that they
broaden their perspectives and work towards constructing
knowledge for themselves (Baxter Magolda 2003; Bean 2011;
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FIGURE 1: Post-workshop understanding of the assignment topic.
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FIGURE 2: Post-workshop understanding of the required assignment structure.
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FIGURE 3: Necessity of workshops to assist students’ approach to assignments.

Lea & Street 2000; Mezirow 1990) and developing their
authentic voice. This sort of academic experience supports
students’ alignment of new information with existing
knowledge, thereby promoting deep-level learning and
internalisation of key constructs and experiences.

Students said that they:

‘enjoyed consulting with [their] peers about ideas’

and enjoyed:

‘the interaction between [students] and the lecturer’.

Students commented that:

‘the [writing] consultant was very engaging, helping [them] to
gain perspective’.

Similarly, one student remarked that:

‘the discussion made [them] aware of different ideas and it made
[them] look at the task from a different perspective’.

Another student commented that the workshop presented the:

‘opportunity to stop and think first, and also to [ask] any questions’.

After participating in three different writing interventions
hosted by the writing centre, students’ critical reflective
assignments were assessed by their content lecturer. The
Medical Department marked students” work using a rubric
designed specifically for the critical reflective essay by the
content lecturer. The assessment criteria constituted five
sections. The first component tested students’ ability to
interpret the purpose and importance of reflection; the
second tested self-growth and development; and the third
assessed the impact on learning. These three components
were labelled ‘what?’, ‘so what?” and ‘now what?’,
respectively. The last two criteria were mechanics and
structure, and overall impression of the assignment. The
rubric included two sections for the assessment of standard
or level one for the student to self-assess and the second for
the content lecturer’s assessment, graded according to a four-
point system. Four points were awarded for ‘superior” work,
three for an ‘adequate” submission, two points for ‘minimal’
effort and one point for an ‘inadequate’ response.
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FIGURE 4: Medical students’ performance on critical reflective essay (%).

Figure 4 shows the percentages scored by students on their
reflective essays. Of the total cohort of 80 students, 34 students
attended individual sessions, 33 of whom received distinctions
for their final submissions to their content lecturer.

Collaboration with the Philosophy Department

Nature of collaboration

The work with the Philosophy Department is exemplary of
inter-disciplinary collaborative partnerships. The content
lecturer was very eager to employ second-language teaching
methodology in his content classes in order to improve
students’ performance in the course. There was much
discussion and collaboration with regard the specific writing
needs of the Philosophy students. The feedback received from
students and the content lecturer was used to inform and
improve on the development of workshop materials for this
particular cohort. For example, after the very first collaborative
intervention with this department, it became clear that
students did not understand the assignment prompt clearly.
This resulted in much discussion between the content lecturer
and writing centre practitioners around the formulation of
assignments and test questions to accommodate the literacy
needs of students in the course, the majority of whom were
second-language learners of English. Furthermore, student
and writing consultant feedback also indicated that students
found the texts in the course very difficult and they struggled
to understand the course content as a result. The lecturer was
advised to focus particularly on promoting students” access
and comprehension of key texts in the course. Compulsory
comprehension tests based on prescribed reading allocated to
students were then introduced into the course.

One of this content specialist’s primary concerns was students’
inability to answer essay-type questions. Writing workshop
materials were developed for small-group sessions with the
students, which focused particularly on answering the
particular essay topic assigned for Philosophy. The materials
were carefully scaffolded towards assisting students to
respond to the assignment due in the course, incorporating
genuine Philosophy students’ sample responses from previous
years to teach the principles of academic essay writing for the
discipline. The workshop materials focused particularly on
unpacking the assignment topic, the structure of the academic
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essay, the formulation of a good introductory paragraph and
developing an argument in an essay. Following the writing
workshops were compulsory individual sessions at the
writing centre, during which consultants focused on students’
individual writing needs.

The individual sessions at the writing centre were geared
towards conversations around meaning making and
promoting the development of students” own voice. Both the
workshops and the individual sessions provided students
with the opportunity to clarify their meaning, listen to the
opinions of others and use these to stimulate their thinking
and construct knowledge for themselves. The sessions
furthermore provided students with constructive feedback
that facilitated engagement and critical reflection.

Stakeholder perspectives

Of the 67 students registered for Philosophy, 55 completed
the workshop evaluation form, the format of which was
outlined in the previous case study. All 67 students attended
at least one individual session at the writing centre after the
workshop. The following responses to the open-ended
questions on post-intervention evaluation forms serve to
highlight student perspectives of the various writing
interventions.

Regarding the focal points of the workshop materials,
students commented that:

‘[the workshop materials] test [their] understanding of the Topic
to check where [students] are struggling’;

in other words:

‘[the workshop] broke down the topic into simpler words’.

Students said they liked:

‘the explanation of [what] the structure of the assignment should
[look like]”

and that they:

‘liked the manner in which everything was explained with
examples ... [that it made it] simpler to visualise and understand
what is expected of [students in terms of their] assignment[s]’.

Students” gave very positive feedback concerning individual
writing sessions at the writing centre. One student mentioned
that:

everything was simplified and explained in a way that [they]
could understand. The [writing consultant] took time to go
through the assignment with [them] to [identify] errors and
other things. It was really helpful.

Other students commented that:

‘[they] are free and ... can ask when [they] don’t understand,
unlike in class when everyone is listening’

and that the consultant:

‘focuses on the student’.
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Students indicated that they liked the:

‘intimate sessions [that are] not crowded’.

The individual sessions also provided opportunities for
conversations around meaning making. Students:

‘liked getting someone else’s perspective and input ... and
hearing different ideas’.

The one-on-one sessions created room for students to:

‘address any concerns that [they] had about [their] assignment.
[The session] allowed [for their writing] to be critically reviewed
before final submission’.

Students seemed to enjoy:

‘sharing [their] own views on how [they] understand the essay
and the topic’.

As one student’s feedback indicated, the occasions where
students can negotiate meaning making regarding a particular
assignment topic and how they understand it are rare.

Figures 5, 6 and 7 illustrate students” responses on post-
workshop evaluation forms. Overall, students either
agreed or strongly agreed that the workshop assisted in
their understanding of the assignment topic and required
format. Also, their answers demonstrate that they deem
such writing workshops necessary for approaching
assignment topics.
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FIGURE 5: Post-workshop understanding of the assignment topic.
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FIGURE 6: Post-workshop understanding of the required assignment structure.
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FIGURE 7: Necessity of workshops to assist students’ approach to assignments.

The content lecturer provided feedback on students’
performance in the course. He was very supportive of the
writing initiatives for his students. He was of the opinion that
the combination of his changed approach to teaching on the
course with regard to accommodating second-language learners
and the writing interventions presented by the writing centre,
had a positive impact on students” performance. He reported
that 46% of students obtained a score of between 50% and 74%,
and 41% of students obtained a distinction for the subject.
Although it is difficult to determine to what extent the writing
interventions, in particular, impacted on students” performance,
given the change in the lecturer’s approach to teaching as an
additional factor, the students’ results do support the assertion
that very close collaboration between disciplinary experts and
writing centre experts can prove promising for student access
and success within higher education.

Ethical consideration

Students’ right to privacy was respected with regard to the
research conducted. No identifying information has been
included in the paper. Furthermore, students consented to
complete anonymous evaluations of the various interventions
discussed in the article.

Conclusion and recommendations

The purpose of the article was to illustrate how the current
practices at the writing centre promotes the development of
writing as an important tool that straddles various spheres
of higher education. Writing is not a generic skill that can be
taught in decontextualised writing courses and transferred
to the various subject areas. Instead, it serves as a tool to
negotiate meaning and construct knowledge within various
social spaces. In terms of the space of academic citizenship and
epistemological access, the development of discipline-
specific writing skills is essential if students are to be
acknowledged as respected members of specific
communities of knowledge. Writing encourages the
development of the facilities and proficiencies most valued
in various disciplines.

The writing centre serves as a physical space that promotes the
development of writing as a critical skill within these various
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spaces in tertiary education. By means of collaborative
partnerships between writing centre practitioners and
academic staff members, the writing centre can serve as an
intermediary between content lecturers and students. The
two collaborative initiatives investigated in the article were
perceived positively and it appears that the interventions
might have had a positive impact on students” writing
performance, although it is very difficult to demonstrate the
direct impact of such collaborative initiatives.

Such inter-disciplinary collaboration should be promoted
and students’ writing needs, regarding discourse-specific
writing conventions, need to be studied further and in more
depth. The identification and teaching of discipline-specific
writing interventions can facilitate students’ acquisition of
and fluency in specialised discourses. In this way, writing
centres can assist institutions in meeting the objective of
addressing access and success within higher education.
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